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3. Contemporary Perspectives of Lafcadio Heam's America
Rodger Steele Williamson

Before traveling to Japan, Lafcadio Hearn (1850-1904) was a newspaper journalist in United States
during the turbulent period of reconstruction after the American Civil War. It was in 1874 as a young
reporter on the staff of the Cincinnati Enquirer that he made his mark with his sensationalist reporting
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and graphic pictorials of the Tanyard Murder to which he has been given credit as one of the first yellow
journalists. He exposed social problems, reported on city crime and made important commentary on the
social ills that plighted America’s forgotten and neglected minorities. He authored vivid ethnographic
sketches and observations that exposed the underbelly of a cruel and materialistic society that robbed
African Americans and immigrants of their dignity and civil rights. Today Hearn is renowned by scholars
of Afro-American studies as one of the first white scholars Lo appreciate and record the culture and
folklore of African Americans. From 1874-1877 he devoted a great deal of time to an area called
“Bucktown” that was populated by the levee hands from the racially diverse community adjacent to the
riverfront. It's boardinghouses, brothels, and drinking establishments became the focus of his
pioneering works of ethnography in which he recorded songs, characters and folklore. When Hearn
finally sets off for Japan as a correspondent for Harper'’s Weekly in 1890 he has clearly fashioned goals
that are an amalgam of his American period.

4. Reading Lafcadio Heamn's "The Stone Buddha"

Alan Rosen

“The Stone Buddha,” the sixth work in Out of the East, is an essay of surprising structural and
thematic complexity. Few critics have examined it in detail, and it has remained one of Hearn’s less
accessible pieces. A careful reading, however, reveals that Hearn took care to give the work a tight and
sensible overall structure, and to weave several intertwining threads of theme and motif into a coherent
whole. My research tries to provide a deeper and fuller reading of this work by supplying background
knowledge and context: I will investigate the development of Hearn's idea of the ¢ki-ryo (living ghosts)
and show that he was thinking about such matters before he came to Japan. | will also try to show the
influence of Henry Watson’s poem, “The Dream of Man.”

As in many of Hearn’s works, the opening of “The Stone Buddha” provides the reader with an
encapsulation of the main themes and a hint at the averall structure. As I will show, nearly every detail
is like the seed of a theme or motif that will later be developed into a series of dichotomies: Light vs.
Shadow, Past vs. Future, East vs. West, Religion vs. Science, Picture vs. Reality, Fiction vs. Fact, and
Life vs. Death. Standing on the hill, Hearn's gaze moves like a movie camera [rom a distant view of the
scenery, to the Government College just below, to the Buddha statue next to him, and finally to a close-
up of its face. He wishes to connect his physically higher perspective with the Buddha’s morally and
philosophically higher perspective.

In section 11, Hearn develops the images of light and shadow to syrabolize the East and West, linking
Buddhism and Eastern (or Japanese) culture with light and Western culture and religion with shadow.

In section III, he adds the effects of time. He introduces the irony that the Japanese peasant changes
far less than do the mountains and stars. Contrasting Eastern and Western thought, Hearn argues that
the Japanese peasant knows by instinct what the most scientific Western thinkers have only recently
deduced.

Section IV’s story of an iki-ryo introduces the important concept of “thought” as a physical force. I
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will try to supply a fuller context for Hearn’s ideas about this.
Finally, I will show how all the themes come together in Hearn’s conclusion that the Buddhist version

of a godless cosmos in which our thoughts alone shape our fate is the sum of all scientific, religious, and
philosophical knowledge.
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