Valued Memories of Nichibunken
NGUYEN Thi Oanh

(Associate Professor, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences)

Former Visiting Research Scholar, June 2011-May 2012

I first visited Nichibunken back in 1994, when I came to
Japan for a Japanese-language training course at the Japan
Foundation Kansai International Japanese Language Institute.
Professor Komatsu Kazuhiko kindly came to welcome me and
presented me with a number of valuable books. I remember
how awed I was by the amazingly modern and beautiful
library I was shown. I did think how wonderful it would be
if I could someday work in such a place, and seventeen years
later my dream was fulfilled and I spent a year (1 June 2011 to
31 May 2012) at Nichibunken as a visiting research scholar.

I received much help and guidance from Professor
Komatsu, who was my advisor at Nichibunken and from other
Japanese specialists, and I studied the kijin, fierce deities or
demons, in the world of the Japanese setsuwa legends through
reading and study of various documents. I also pursued more
deeply my ongoing research comparing Japan’s folk customs
and beliefs with those of Vietnam.

What was especially memorable was the occasion I had
to present the results of my research at the Nichibunken
Forum held at Heartopia Kyoto in the city of Kyoto and
spoke on the theme of “Classical Literature as a Source of
Vietnam Faith and Convention.” Since it was a talk aimed at
a general audience, I spoke mainly about Vietnam, but the
research I had been doing in Japan about Japanese culture,
especially setsuwa, was very important to my talk as well.
While my research was not yet much advanced and I had not
grasped all of the research done by Japanese scholars, I did
note in my talk accounts of the various interesting similarities
between Japanese and Vietnamese cultures. One example is
the kadomatsu pine festoons used to decorate gateways at
New Year’s in Japan. While this practice is not exactly the
same as in Vietnam, both countries’ ancient legendary tales
written in classical Chinese tell that divine spirits resided in
great trees. Also, when there is some unusual occurrence,
such tales say, revelations were made by divine spirits that
descended from large trees. Human beings and monstrous
beings —yokai— often meet beneath large trees. In Vietnam,
itis believed that fierce spirits, or demons, dwell in trees, and
old stories written in classical Chinese in both countries often
tell about such spirits. In Japan’s Konjaku monogatari-shii,
as I mentioned in my talk, we find many accounts about the
customs of funerals similar to those in Vietnam. The theme
I am about to take up in my research from now on is under-
standing folk beliefs through the legendary tales found in both
countries. I am looking forward to pursuing more deeply my
grasp of the cultures of the two countries through these tales.
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At the time of the Nichibunken Forum, the audience lis-
tened closely to my talk and they asked many good questions.
I am deeply grateful to have had an audience that showed so
much interest in the similarities and differences in customs
and beliefs of Vietnam and Japan. In Vietnam, we have few
opportunities to present our research results to such general
audiences, so in my view the opportunity that Nichibunken
visiting researchers have to introduce their research results
to the citizens of Kyoto is really very valuable.

The research conducted in Nichibunken’s team research
projects, I observed, is very scholarly in nature, bringing
together specialists from Japan and overseas, and I was much
impressed with the way the members share the results of their
research in project seminars. While not an official member of
any research team, I had the pleasure of participating in some
of these research seminars, providing me the opportunity for
interchange with many scholars. For example, I benefited
greatly from attending the research seminar on “Tradition and
Creation of Yokai Culture, Moving towards Expanding the
Parameters of the Field,” as I had not yet studied that field.
I also learned a great deal, in the seminar for the “Dreams
and the Representation: Media, History and Culture,” from
Professor Araki Hiroshi’s talk about “dreams and dialogue”
and the other presentations. As [ am hoping to pursue research
comparing Vietnamese old legends and tales written in clas-
sical Chinese with the Konjaku monogatari-shii and other
Japanese setsuwa literature, I believe what I learned in the
seminar about research methods and information available
on the motif of “dreams” was especially valuable. After that
I returned to Vietnam and then this past year came back to
Nichibunken for a two-month sojourn in July and August
for further guidance under Professor Araki and have since
continued my research on “Dream Revelations in the Konjaku
monogatari-shii: A Comparison with Old Legends Written
in Chinese in Vietnam. In December 2013 I will present the
results of my research at the University of Social Sciences
and Humanities in Hochiminh City.

For me, as a student of Japan’s setsuwa, the Kansai
area centering on Kyoto was the ideal place to undertake
my research. Visiting the shrines and temples and other
historical sites that are mentioned in the stories of the Nihon
ryoiki and the Konjaku monogatari-shii, for example, was
a great stimulus to my understanding. I also toured temples
on Mt. Hiei, Matsuo-taisha Shrine, Heian Shrine, Ama no
Hashidate, and Kameoka in Kyoto, the Todaiji, Kofukuji,
Horydji, Chikurinji and Hasedera temples in Nara, as well
as Koyasan, Osaka castle, and historical sites associated with
Taira no Kiyomori in the Kobe area.

Nichibunken is surrounded by mountains and on clear
days its lovely landscape is blessed with “old man Sun” and
it feels as if the grounds are enveloped in flowers. On rainy
days, there are straight downpours, drenching rains slanting in
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the wind, splashes leaping in delight off pavements, gentle
sifting rains, and dripping-drizzling rains. On cloudy days,
it seems as if the clouds are fooling around in the skies,
chasing each other back and forth. On snowy days, the
snowflakes fall like flower petals, spinning and whirling
about, and flying along the ground until the sky and earth are
completely white—a scene of indescribable loveliness. Our
windows frame the changing beauties of the four seasons.
And it is a very quiet place. Close by is a bird sanctuary
where the calls of many different songbirds conjure up a
virtual symphony. Occasionally monkeys and deer make
bold daytime visits to the Center’s garden, making it seem
like a little garden of paradise. With the glory of the cherry
blossoms in spring, the gorgeous greenery of trees and
grasses in summer, the bright foliage of the mountains and
pathways in autumn, and the pristine white of the snow
in winter—Nichibunken’s landscapes are wonderfully
beautiful.

I have been very fortunate to meet and work with the
professors at Nichibunken as well as the Narrative Literary
Society, and other scholars. And, while my studies are still
far from adequate, I have become something of an authority
on Japanese setsuwa in Vietnam, thanks to all their guidance
and support. I can never thank them enough. And I hope that
my association with Professor Komatsu and the Narrative
Literary Society will continue for many years to come.

Research
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Team Research Project ‘“‘Knowledge and

Power in Japanese Colonial Empire”
MATSUDA Toshihiko (Professor)

Study of the relationship between knowledge and power
in history is nothing new in the humanities—indeed it is a
classical subject of scholarship—and yet the knowledge-
power nexus has not much been pursued in studies of the
history of Japan’s colonial empire. The framework of
postwar research on Japan’s colonies has become rigidly
fixed around the direct coercion of colonial rule and the
national independence movement that directly confronted
it; there has not been much room for problematizing the
more ambiguous realm of inquiry in which Japanese
and local intellectuals made compromises with authority
without abandoning their will to resist it.

In recent years, however, attention in colonial area
studies has been focused on how the colonial power
sought to spread its influence in local society through
channels other than those of direct force. More in-depth
discussion is taking place about the way colonial people
were treated as well.
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