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ABSTRACT

Title: A study of the Japanese perception of life and death as reflected in Shusaku
Endo’s Deep River.

About the novel: Deep Eiver (Fukai Kawa) is a novel by Shusaku Endo, published in
1993. The story traces the journey of a group of Japanese tourists on a tour to India.
Each of the protagonists goes to India for different purposes. The sacred city of Varanasi
in India and the Hindu goddess Camunda can be considered central to the setting of the
plot. The first part of the novel traces the past of the protagonists, that is, Isobe,
Mitsuko, Numada and Kiguchi. The fifth protagonist, Otsu appears mainly through the
recollections of Mitsuko. In the latter half of the novel, the protagonists come together

in the form of a tour, and the tourist guide, Enami, emerges as the sixth protagonist.

Objective: In my research of Shusaku Endo’s Deep River, my objective is to show the
Japanese perception of life and death as reflected in this novel. I have focused on the six
protagonists in this novel, and attempted to analyze the perception of life and death as
reflected through each of the characters. Researchers have pointed out the themes of
‘rebirth and resurrection’, ‘good and evil, ‘love’, and ‘the author’s perception of
Christianity’ as reflected in this novel. However, it seems that, a comparative analysis of
the Hindu and Japaneses perception of death, along with an analysis of Goddess
Camunda as depicted in this novel are themes that have not been taken up as yet. With
this in mind, I have adopted a different perspective in my analysis of the novel. While
my objective is to bring out the Japanese perception of life and death as seen in each of
the protagonists, I have also attempted to analyze the Hindu perception of life and
death as reflected through the city of Varanasi and Goddess Camunda, which are
mentioned in this novel. I believe that, a study of Camunda’s portrayal in this novel
could throw light on at least one aspect of the Japanese perception of life and death. For
that reason, I have focused on Camunda, and, I have also tried to analyze the level of
the author’s understanding regarding this goddess. Finally, after looking into the
author’s views on religion, I have attempted to show the Japanese perception of life and

death as reflected in this novel.

Summary of the thesis: The story of the novel unfolds with the first protagonist Isobe,
whose wife has been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Just before Isobe’s wife takes her

last breath, she makes an urgent and appealing request to her husband that she will be



reborn, and that he should search for her. His decision to take part in the tour to India is
influenced by the promise he made to his dying wife.

While he is unable to find his reincarnated wife, his search becomes the beginning of a
more introspective life, one removed from the daily life that he had been leading up
until that point. It is a search within the depths of his soul, and also the beginning of his
realization of the love that he shared with his wife. This realization can be interpreted
as the rebirth of his wife. At the same time, it could also be considered as a renewal of
his own life.

The second protagonist is Mitsuko, who attended upon Isobe’s wife while working as a
volunteer in the hospital where his wife was admitted. As a university graduate, she
decides to seduce Otsu amidst feelings of emptiness and an evil impulse lurking within
her heart. Initially, this act originated from her intention of mocking Christ, the god
that Otsu believed in, and not with the intention of mocking Otsu himself. Consequently,
she makes Otsu renounce Christ. One issue that has been highlighted through Mitsuko
can be seen in her denial of God. The author believes that, a denial of God is also a sign
of an acceptance of his existence, and that, a denial also reflects that one can actually
sense God’s existence. The fact that, towards the end of the novel, Mitsuko can be seen
offering a prayer at the river Ganges, seems to emphasize the author’s point.

Through Mitsuko, questions are raised regarding the existence of good and evil
inherent in human nature. Mitsuko is acutely aware of a destructive element within her
and it has caused her much disillusionment and agony. However, upon seeing the Hindu
goddesses, who possess both malignant and benign traits in their personality, she is
able to come to terms with her own true and basic nature.

Otsu is the third protagonist, who was a student of philosophy in the same university
as Mitsuko. During his college days, he was seduced by Mitsuko, and forced into
renouncing his faith. However, after Mitsuko discarded him, he returned to Christianity.
The reader learns through Mitsuko’s recollections that Otsu had entered a seminary in
Lyon. Later, he moves to Varanasi where he helps carry the poor and the aged Hindus,
who are struggling to reach the river Ganges for salvation. While carrying the aged
Hindus on his back, he offers a prayer to Jesus, “You carried the cross upon your back
and climbed the hill to Golgotha. I now imitate that act”.

Through Otsu, the author has raised questions regarding the differences in Western
and Eastern ways of thinking. Otsu faces difficulty in relating to European Christianity
and their way of thinking. He struggles to categorize everything clearly and logically
into ‘good’ or ‘evil’. He believes that something more essential gets left out amidst this

categorization.



Otsu has voiced the author’s own opinion in his explanation of what ‘god’ means.
According to Otsu, God is not an ‘existence’. God is a ‘working (#)%)’, and is similar to a
kind and loving mother who is an accumulation of warmth. He perceives the river
Ganges also as a symbol of that unconditional love, a love that makes no distinction and
accepts all.

Numada, a writer of children’s stories is the fourth protagonist. He spent his childhood
in Manchuria, which was then a colony of' Japan. While he was in primary school, the
relationship between his parents went sour and there was talk of separation. The only
one who was able to understand Numada’s loneliness was his dog, Kuro. Later, it was
the memory of Kuro which influenced his decision to become a writer of children’s
stories. Nature, animals and birds continued to play an important role in his adult life.
One of them was a Myna bird. Numada comes to believe that while he was struggling
between life and death during an operation for tuberculosis, his pet Myna died in his
place. This belief prompts Numada to take part in the tour to India, and free a caged
Myna bird as a sign of gratitude to the Myna that died. The theme of the Myna dying to
give Numada life could be interpreted as a symbolism of the resurrection of Jesus. Also,
the author has spoken of the symbolism inherent in his references to the ‘eyes’ of a dog
or bird, as the ‘eye’ of god. It is likely that, in Numada’s case, the Myna and Kuro act as
the ‘working’ of god, a ‘working’ that supports Numada all his life.

Kiguchi is an ex-army man who fought in the jungles of Burma during the war. He
wishes to go to India to offer a Buddhist memorial service for the dead comrades. One of
the issues brought forth in the case of Kiguchi can be seen in the act of his comrade
friend, Tsukada, who consumed the flesh of a dead soldier. Tsukada committed the act
in ignorance, to ward off starvation and to save Kiguchi who had fallen ill due to
malaria. The question raised here is that, though it was a sin to eat the flesh of another
human, is there a possibility of salvation for Tsukada. The answer to this is provided in
the author’s understanding of God. God is not someone who punishes. He is a
personification of mercy and love. Tsukada did not commit the act with an evil intention,
and that is precisely why there is hope for salvation in his case. Kiguchi believes that
Tsukada has been accepted by god, and this can be interpreted as Tsukada’s rebirth.

The last protagonist is the tour guide, Enami. In the novel, it is Enami who provides
the information regarding Varanasi, the river Ganges, and an explanation of Goddess
Camunda to the tourists. He correctly mentions Varanasi as a city which Hindus seek to
obtain liberation from the cycle of transmigration and reincarnation. While it is true
that many aged Hindus choose to spend their last days in this city, Varanasi is not just

for that purpose. Traditionally, Varanasi has been considered as a city for learning. This



‘learning’ does not only imply the study of traditional texts, it also implies spiritual
learning, and a search to understand the essence of life and death.

In the Hindu pantheon, one of the goddesses to symbolize life and death is Goddess
Camunda. Shusaku Endo chose to include this goddess in Deep River, and describes her
as one of the goddesses within a temple in Varanasi.

In the novel, Goddess Camunda is portrayed as a kind and loving mother, who suffers
along with all the Indians amidst the poverty that exists. In spite of being afflicted with
diseases like leprosy and scorpion bites, and having the haggard body of an old woman,
she continues to feed milk to children lined up at her feet. The scenery in this particular
sculpture is that of a cremation ground, with dead bodies visible. Along with Camunda’s
haggard body, Shusaku Endo seems to have taken the scenery as a symbol of India’s
poverty. In his explanation of Camunda, there seems no reference to a symbolism of the
meaning of ‘death’. Traditionally, one of the things conveyed through Camunda’s
imagery is that, it is the goddess who activates everything in this universe. ‘Death’ is
the original state, and ‘life’ comes forth from death when the goddess activates it. The
sword that can be seen in one of Camunda’s hands is considered as the sword of
knowledge. It is one of the important symbols of enlightenment and is referred to as the
instrument by which karmic bonds are severed. The severance of karmic bonds leads to
freedom from the cycle of death and rebirth.

In the novel, Enami does not make mention of the weapons that can be seen in the
hands of the goddess in this particular sculpture. Instead, he seems to be drawing the
attention of the Japanese tourists to Camunda’s shriveled body or the scorpion visible
on her stomach. There could be at least two approaches to analyze Endo’s
understanding of Camunda. The first approach could be to consider that, the author
might have actually perceived Goddess Camunda as described by Enami in this novel.
The other approach could be that, the author purposely chose to ignore the weapons or
any such symbols, and intentionally portray her as a “suffering” goddess. In the
likelihood of the first approach being closer to the truth, one can infer that the author’s
understanding of Camunda differs from the traditional symbolism as portrayed through
this goddess. However, if the author intentionally chose to describe her this way, it is
possible that he did so because he realized that the Japanese tourists would not be able
to relate to a goddess with a frightful appearance. Therefore, he laid more emphasis on

her maternal aspects and chose to describe her as a kind and loving mother.
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