Plunging into the Classics
ARAKI Hiroshi (Professor)

In the summer of 2016, a Japanese candidate for public office
declared that entering the race was for her like “jumping off
a cliff.” As if a cliff were not perilous enough, a candidate in
another election compared the challenge for her to “jumping
off Mt. Fuji.” A competitor in that race countered that his
resolve would then have to be compared to deciding to “jump
off Mt. Everest.” Such exaggerations are the stuff of political
pontification, but they do echo the old expression of resolve
using the idiom “jumping off the veranda of Kiyomizudera
temple.” It was once believed that, at that temple, dedicated to
the bodhisattva Kannon (Skt. Avalokiteshvara), a person with
utter faith in Kannon would be protected even if he or she leapt
from the thirteen-meter-high veranda and would be granted
one wish. Indeed, cases when people actually jumped from the
Kiyomizudera veranda were numerous in the Edo period. In the
fourth installment (April 2016) of the novel series by Mochizuki
Mai, Kyoto Teramachi Sanjo Homuzu (Teramachi Sanjo Holmes
of Kyoto), the “Holmes” of the story introduces this tradition to
today’s readers, quoting an “old record” as saying that “more
than 200 people had jumped from the veranda... but the survival
rate was surprisingly high at over 80 percent.”

The “record” cited is the Kiyomizudera Jojuin nikki (Diary
of the Kiyomizudera Jojuin Subtemple) discovered in the 1990s.
This work was very ably introduced in Yokoyama Masayuki
ed., Jitsuroku “Kiyomizu no butai yori tobiochiru”: Edo jidai
no “Kiyomizudera Jojuin nikki” o yomu (“Leaping off the
Kiyomizudera Veranda” Documented: Reading the Edo Period
Record Kiyomizudera Jojuin nikki) in 2000, but more recently
there was a fascinating investigative report on the subject,
featuring ukiyo-e, published November 19,2013 in the feature
“Kansai View” column of the Osaka evening edition of the Nikon
keizai shimbun.In April 2015, the typesetting and publishing of
the Kiyomizudera Jojuin nikki was begun, and a Sankei shimbun
article reporting on that event (April 21, 2015) mentions the
veranda-jumping topic as well.

Teramachi Sanjo “Holmes” describes the folk belief about
taking the plunge from the Kiyomizudera veranda, and says
“but jumping was prohibited by law in the Meiji era.” Setsuwa
folk legends of the ancient and medieval periods, such as found
in the Konjaku monogatari (Tales of Past and Present), tell of
people who “entrusted their lives to Kannon-sama,” jumped from
the veranda, and were rewarded when they survived and their
wishes were fulfilled. We can trace these tales to the Jakatas, the
tales of the previous births of Gautama Buddha as depicted on

the Tamamushi zushi chest at Horytji temple, and “cliffs” come
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up in those tales. Unfortunately, I do not have space here to get
into a discussion of the origins of the “jumping off the veranda.”

Suffice it to say that in 2016, on the occasion of the thirtieth
anniversary of the founding of Nichibunken, institute-based
projects titled “Historical and International Research into
Popular Culture to Pursue New Images of Japan™ were begun.
I am associated with the group studying the ancient and medi-
eval period, and what we envision is a “projecting classicism”
approach looking broadly at contemporary projections of clas-
sical imagery. To that end, we launched the joint research that
will form the core of our group’s project, calling it “Projecting
Classicism: Visuality, Popularity, and Modernity.” Over the next
few years we will be discussing a wide variety of examples of

“projecting classicism,” including these tales of “plunging over
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the cliff.”

Re-writing history of Nichibunken
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Someday I want to re-write a history of Nichibunken; this
is my modest dream. Founded in 1987, Nichibunken was
born amid the exhilarating era of Japan’s bubble economy.
Ezra Vogel’s Japan as Number One had come out a few
years earlier. Japan, in the aftermath of a devastating war,
had pulled itself together and won praise for its distinctive
“Japanese-style management” of business; it had rebuilt
the confidence lost through its defeat in war, it seemed.
We could say that the founding of Nichibunken reflected
to a certain extent the revived confidence of those times.
An American friend criticized Nichibunken, calling it
an institution founded on narcissistic nationalism. An Asian
friend praised it, describing it as the symbol of Japanese
society that has succeeded in modernizing. Funds were in
ample supply and we could easily plan international con-
ferences on Japanese studies entirely in Japanese, without
using any foreign languages. Those were our halcyon days.
Things are a bit different now. Its vigor thoroughly
subdued, Japan’s economy has been swallowed up into
the global economy, leaving little trace of the once proud
achievements of Japanese-style management. In place of
“international” —once the stirring byword of cultural and
business affairs—“trans-national” is increasingly in use.
It is now taken for granted that we will be fluent in more
than one language. We have to literally and personally
transcend national boundaries. If we want to make true

friends, we have to have the courage to sit at the table even
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