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I n late nineteenth-century France, Japanese studies in general and 
Shinto studies in particular were not yet part of a well-structured aca-
demic milieu as were, for instance, Chinese or Indian studies. Japanese 
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man studies on Japan only in the 1920s, when two members of the Ecole 
française d’Extrême-Orient, Noël Péri (1865–1922) and Claude Maître 
�����|��*����=�>��"	
�����Buddhism and noh (Péri) and on Buddhist art 
and historical literature (Maître).

Within the topical framework of this volume, I would like to start a little 
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of French research on Japanese religion, with special reference to Shinto. 
The three are George Bousquet� �����|��+���� ���	
�� Revon� �����|���+���
and Jean-Marie Martin������|�����?����	��
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in French contacts with Japan during the Meiji era: the “travel-ethnogra-
pher,” the “scholar,” and the “missionary.” Another important intermediary 
of this sort is the learned “antiquarian” and connoisseur of aesthetics, art, 
�����
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� (1836–1918), the founder of today’s 
Musée national des arts asiatiques.13In line with the focus of this volume, 
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The author wishes to thank Wolfram Manzenreiter of Vienna University for his 
valuable comments and suggestions related to this essay as well as Bernhard Scheid 
for his numerous questions that helped to improve it.

1. Frank 1986.
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In a recent article on French opinions about Japan at the time of the 
Russo-Japanese War, Patrick Beillevaire points out that Japan was com-
monly regarded as a “secular (laïc) empire” at the beginning of the twentieth 
century.2 France, on the other hand, at the time was deeply immersed in the 
debate over the separation of Church and State. Although French accounts 
on Japan contain detailed information on Buddhist and Shinto places of 
worship, deities, and festivals, and on material manifestations of religious 
matters, the authors typically arrive at the conclusion that the Japanese 
are indifferent towards religion: “Buddhists, Shintoists, they do not know 
themselves what they are, or rather, they are one or the other, or even both, 
depending upon time or occasion,” writes André Bellesort, an essayist, trav-
eler, and member of the Académie Française.3 In general, Bellesort regards 
Shinto more favorably than Buddhism. “One [Shintoism] breathes primitive 
innocence and the bountifulness of things (la bonté des choses); the other 
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importance of Shinto in the life of the Japanese, Bellesort maintains:

Shintoism is not only the worship of the Imperial Majesty; it is 
also the religion of Japanese nationalism. […] Young children are 
presented to the protecting Shinto deity when they visit the local 
sanctuary (miya). Whatever religion they choose—Confucianism, 
Buddhism, or even foreign religions—the Japanese soul will keep 
forever the vainglorious and naïve imprint of the former gods of the 
country.4

George Bousquet: Observations and Reflections of a 
Travel-Ethnographer

Bellesort�"�"���
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Japan has been profound. Apart from Gustave Boissonade de Fontarabie 
(1825–1910), who was charged with drafting the Japanese penal and civil 
code in the Meiji era, George Bousquet is probably the best-known French 

2. Beillevaire 2000, p. 214.
3. Bellesort 1902, p. 189.
4. Bellesort���/*��=?����?



F R E NC H  ST U DI E S  ON SH I N TO 181

legal scholar sent to Japan. As a legal adviser to the Japanese government, 
the young Bousquet—he was only twenty-seven years old when he arrived—
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French language and law at several Japanese law schools that had been es-
tablished shortly before his arrival. 

In spite of his juridical preoccupations, Bousquet was fond of long jour-
neys and traveled widely in Japan. He could not access the remote provinces 
of the empire without Japanese guides but in contrast to “ordinary travel-
ers” he commanded some elementary Japanese. Le Japon de nos jours et 
les échelles de l’Extrême-Orient,5��	
�>��~�����������~
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Bousquet’s best-known work and one of the most read reports on Japan at the 
end of the nineteenth century.6 In the foreword to this eyewitness account, 
he writes that he discovered “a civilization older, equally sophisticated, and 
not less mature than ours.” While not an ethnographer by academic training, 
Bousquet�"��
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ing to understand its political and social system: “If one wants to learn about 
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the land, visit temples, study the inhabitants and their customs, question 
its institutions, and gradually penetrate up to the very heart of the race.”� 
Spending time among the common people is the prerequisite to discover “the 
secret of the primitive customs and the original civilization of Japan,” mean-
ing the customs and manners as they were in ancient Japan. In the following 
narrative, however, Bousquet tends to emphasize the vices and shortcomings 

5. “Today’s Japan and the Scales of the Far East.” Bousquet�����������4���'
"�
of 428 and 469 pages respectively. �	
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�� ���Revue 
des deux Mondes (Bousquet�������=?�*��|+�������
���	
�����
�}!���
����������\�=��?�
La rivalité du shintô et du bouddhisme, le dogme chrétien devant les philosophes 
japonais.”

6. This wide readership is one reason why I take this author as a representat-
ive of the “informed travelers” to Japan of the time. Other examples include George 
Weulersse (1903), a historian and holder of a scholarship from the French gov-
ernment, active in Japan at the beginning of the twentieth century, or the above-
mentioned André Bellesort (1902), correspondent from Japan for Revue des deux 
Mondes in 1895. On French travelers to Japan, see the valuable anthology edited by 
Patrick Beillevaire (2001). 

�?� Bousquet�������4��?�����==?���|��?
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of the Japanese rather than their good qualities.8 His ethnographic approach 
notwithstanding, he even looks at times with contempt on Japanese culture 
and society.

The structure of the book is quite unusual, since it combines descrip-
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volume is entitled “Outside(s)” (Les Dehors) and the second part “Internal 
Life” (La Vie interne), in fact all kinds of ethnographic observations—based 
not only on Bousquet’s travel records, but also on moral, economic, political, 
artistic, and religious considerations, not free from value judgments—appear 
indiscriminately throughout the entire text. A kind of appendix added to the 
end of the book explains its subtitle, “Scales of the Far East”; it is the account 
of the author’s long return “from Yedo to Paris” by way of Hong Kong, Can-
ton, Macao, Manila, Singapore, Java, Ceylon, and Aden.

In his general introduction to Shinto, Bousquet writes about the resur-
rection of “pure Shinto�8��	��	�	
��
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theory that attributes a divine origin to the ‘mikadonian race’ [sic].” He won-
ders “with many sinologists, whether the kami�����¦"=����"��������@��"���"�	�"-
torical root in primitive Chinese religion with which Shinto presents striking 
analogies.”9 On the other hand, he relates Shinto myths to classical Greek 
mythology, since both share a similar kind of pantheism. In spite of many 
�4
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of two kinds of discourse: a learned discourse based on published sources 
(which he sometimes forgets to mention) and a discourse drawn from his 
personal experiences. Based on his observations of Shinto ceremonies Bous-
quet maintains that Japan’s primitive cults are little more than elementary 
forms of ritualism. Noting the absence of pious ceremonies at regular inter-
vals as in the monotheistic religions of Europe, he writes: “Every single kami 
has one or several days dedicated to its memory, during which the people 
are engaged in festivities around the kami’s temple or ‘mya ’ (sic): they do 
not revere the kami, they honor him.”10 He adds that a great number of these 
miya are abandoned or closed, and that the others are run by simple laymen 
who are their caretakers. 

8. For this peculiar point, see Siary 1990. On Bousquet’s work in general, see 
also the critical review by Thomas Baty in Monumenta Nipponica (Baty 1953, pp. 
�/|�*�������'=�������������>�������������=
���"����
"����~����
��
��>����\�=��?

9. Bousquet�������4��?�*���=?���?
10. Bousquet�������4��?�*���=?���?
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According to Bousquet, Shinto does not “move” the Japanese and does 
not count among their major preoccupations. “The kami������"�@��
�����	�
shortcomings”: it teaches nothing (apart from ancestor worship) and lacks 
a code of morality or rules of behavior because “according to the learned 
Shinto theologians, the inhabitants of the empire of the rising sun, having 
been created by the gods, naturally possess the knowledge of good and evil.” 
Bousquet, however, concludes from this lack of an explicit moral code that 
“One can see how the absence of a moral law leads to the theory of passive 
obedience.” He goes on to describe in great detail the concrete measures 
taken by the Meiji government in order to restore kami cults to the detriment 
of Buddhism. To give just one example, he deals quite extensively with a cer-
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%�� ) in Tokyo where 
Shinto emblems—a mirror and a sacred paper strip (gohei )—were in-
stalled “in place of the foreign idols,” i.e., Buddhist statues.

In line with his conviction that the visible manifestations of religion 
must be studied among the people, Bousquet traveled not only to regions 
open to foreigners but also remote areas, and reported on pilgrimage sites, 
Shinto and Buddhist funerals, ancestor cults, and annual events (����!��
��� 

). These ethnographical notes are dotted with severe criticism of 
Japanese religiosity—the “primitive cult” (Shinto) is described as a kind of 
“obtuse paganism8�������"��
����4
����
�~�����
��
��������
'=������\�=�-
nese society in general. 

As Bousquet saw it, “there is no possibility that Shinto will ever take the 
place of the ‘great religion’ [Buddhism],11 as professed by a large majority of 
the Japanese, because to this end it would need a symbol, a dogma, a moral 
doctrine, everything that gives vitality to and facilitates the propagation of a 
�
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Shinto ideology, Bousquet, in line with most essays written in France at the 
time, maintains that it will hardly continue in the years to come, even if the 
emperor’s divinity is often mentioned. Instead, he notes that “in order to 
follow the ‘kami������ ���"��@�
"�����>
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absence of a moral law��
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Although this “politique of Shinto,” to use Bousquet’s terminology, has not 

11. This is not to say that Bousquet regards Buddhism as a better religion than 
Shinto. While recognizing its capacity to attract people, he denies its merit for the 
individual, Buddhism being a religion of “vanity,” “nothingness,” and “illusion.”
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been respected by “men in high positions, who often deceived the imperial 
majesty,” he adds that this “dogma” has nevertheless remained, as it were, 
rooted in the popular consciousness.

Bousquet’s description of the religious situation less than ten years after 
the political revolution that, in principle at least, restored the emperor to 
power and established a kind of civic ideology around him, is again in con-
gruence with other French travelers’ accounts of the time: 

While Buddhism is Japan’s dominant religion, there is, strictly 
speaking, no state religion. According to variations in political cir-
cumstances, one kind of worship can be favored more than another; 
but none is the object of exclusive protection. […] The government 
is laic and worries very little about the “state of consciousness.” 
From its point of view, there is one single dogma that replaces all 
religious dogmas, namely the infallibility of power.12 

This interpretation presupposes the priority of the collective versus the in-
dividual. “Incapable of formulating a line of conduct for himself, the private 
individual is readily subjected to the line imposed on him” (p. 129). The close 
connection between religious indifference on the one hand and full devotion 
to authority on the other is indeed one of the commonplaces in the descrip-
tions of Japanese manners of the time. It can be found, for instance, in Ru-
dolf [Rodolphe] Lindau’s Un Voyage autour du Japon (published in Paris, 
1864), which may have been one of Bousquet’s sources of information. 

In addition, Bousquet� '
�����"� �	
� ���@�����
"� Christianity encoun-
tered in Japan and predicts nothing good about its future. All in all he seems 
extremely pessimistic concerning the potential for Christianity’s success in 
Japan: “We should accept that there are peoples who do not worry about 
Christianity.”13 Bousquet seems to reach this conclusion not so much from 

12. Bousquet�������4��?�*���=?��*�?
13. Bousquet� ����� �4��?� *��� =?� �+*? Bousquet even provides a detailed review 

of the violently anti-Christian manifesto |���� by the eminent late Edo Confucian 
"�	����� ��"��� �	�	
�� ��~�� ��~~
��� ����|������ quoting an English translation by 
\�	��&�>>��"���	��	���"�=�>��"	
�������~�	�'�����������"�}Bemmo”, or an “Expo-
sition of Error”: Being a Treatise Directed against Christianity (Bousquet�������¢4��?�
2], pp. 120–25). Since there was also a German translation done at the same time, 
there must have been considerable interest in the work by the foreign community.



F R E NC H  ST U DI E S  ON SH I N TO 185

the Japanese adherence to Shinto or Buddhist cults, but rather from the ab-
sence of a moral system. This criticism may have been related to his work 
as a legal adviser to the Japanese government. According to Bousquet, the 
Japanese lack what only Christianity could bring them: a doctrine of good 
and evil. For want of this knowledge, they are “incapable of great virtues.”

Michel Revon: Shinto Myths “in the Light of 
Comparative Science”

Michel Q
4��������|���+���
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�	�"��������Japanese studies 
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in 1920, at the Faculté des Lettres of the University of Paris, where Revon 
taught Japanese literature and history.14 A brilliant jurist and a doctor in 
law, Revon had been invited by the Japanese government to come to Japan 
as a legal adviser to the Ministry of Justice, succeeding Georges Appert, an-
other French jurist. During his stay 1893 to 1899, he also taught French law 
at Tokyo’s Imperial University (Teikoku Daigaku). At the same time, Revon 
became interested in Japanese culture and began to research Japanese lit-
erature, religion, and art history (in 1896, he even completed a doctoral the-
sis on the painter Hokusai, which he sent to the University of Paris). After 
his return to France in 1899, he became active in various academic circles. 
Besides a widely acclaimed anthology of Japanese literature (Revon 1910), 
he published several studies on norito (Revon 1908a, 1908b, 1913) and an 
imposing work on Shinto mythology (Q
4�����/�����/�����	��	�����~
��"��	
�
main source for my analysis of his views of Shinto. 

Initially, Michel Q
4���
�4�"���
��	�"�"���������	������"��	
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��
entitled Primitive Japan, of a comprehensive history of Japanese civiliza-
tion. He changed his plans, however, since this would imply that Shinto was 
a primitive cult rather than a proper “religion” in the general understanding 
of the time. Revon was extremely critical of such a conception. He consid-
ered it inconceivable that a people as advanced as the Japanese should have 
existed entirely without religious dogmas, sacred books, or moral codes, as, 
for instance, Basil H. Chamberlain had maintained in his Things Japanese 

14. A chair in Japanese language had been established already in 1863 at the 
École des Langues Orientales; the initial appointee was Léon de Rosny����+�|����?
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(1890). Revon therefore decided to deepen his knowledge of Shinto based on 
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focused less on issues of dogma or morality than on an attempt to recover 
Shinto’s original character as a “natural religion.” 

Revon’s conception of Shinto started from the hypothesis that “its na-
tional side lets us penetrate the spirit of Japanese civilization, while its uni-
versal side could cast some light on the general history of religions, as soon 
�"�����"�����'����
��>��"��
���@����'=���"��?815 To these ends, he planned to 
restore primitive Shinto by separating it from “forgeries” and “sophistica-
tions” and then to compare its numerous myths and rituals with mytholo-
gies and religious practices from other cultures. This is the method Revon 
followed in his studies of norito�������"?���
�����=
��
�4
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�
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of Ernest Satow16����	
�}@�"������	
�\�=���"�"�8��"�Revon calls him — whose 
ambition was to demonstrate that Shinto could have been the oldest of the 
“natural religions” of humanity.�� 

Q
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parative science.” Writing about the sacred books of Japan and the rituals 
recorded in them, Revon notes: “These religious rites reveal today a meaning 
that neither indigenous commentators nor European translators have been 
able to grasp until now.”18�[�"�=������"����"�����@�"��}�	
��	
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��
the practical side of this primitive religion, i.e., Shinto gods on the one hand, 
Shinto rituals on the other.”19�����	
�
����	��
4
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write the planned second volume on rituals and just gave an outline of his as-

15. Q
4�����/���==?���|��?�
16. Articles by Ernest Satow (1843–1929), such as “The Revival of Pure Shiñ-

tau” (Satow� ������ ��� };���
��� \�=��
"
� Q�����"8� �Satow� ����|������ =�>��"	
�� ���
Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan���
�
���=��������"����
��������
��
����
Q
4���"��
�
�������>����}�
����	�����8��������Satow’s words, “the belief actually held 
and the rites practised by the Japanese people before the introduction of Buddhism 
and the Chinese Philosophy” (Satow�����|�����¢=�����£��=?����?�

��? Revon’s approach also shows parallels with that of W. G. Aston, whose own 
study of Shinto, Shinto: The Way of the Gods, was published in 1905, or with the ap-
proach of Karl ����
����"
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���"��	�=�
������	�"�4���'
��==?�*+�|+��?�
Of course, Revon differs with ;"������� �	
� ���
�=�
���������� "=
��@��=����"���"� ����
instance the nature of norito.

18. Revon 1913, p. 23.
19. Q
4������+��==?���|��?
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sumptions in his studies on norito published in 1908 and 1913. In the lineage 
of Frazer, Tylor, and Mauss, and faithful to the distinction drawn between 
magic and religion, Revon considered norito (“the central point of ancient 
worship”), not as “prayers”—the term by which they were rendered in Eng-
lish by the pioneers of Japanese studies—but as “magic formulas,” i.e., “an 
order, or an action forced on the gods, making it possible to tame them.”20 
Revon based this interpretation on examples drawn from different peoples 
and civilizations, especially ancient Greece and India.

For Revon, the supernatural world of the gods was a mirror of the natu-
ral world as the Japanese in the ancient past observed or imagined it. In this 
sense, study of the gods will naturally lead to a study of ancient Japan. Thus, 
Revon, who was actually a good philologist with a solid sociological and eth-
nographical background, embarked on a “systematic” investigation of Shinto 
deities, comprising their origins, types, nature, geographical environment, 
and history. The proposed method was as follows: First, one should study the 
��������'
��"��"�����'��
����"����	������������
��
����'���''
������"��
second, one should compare the religious ideas of the Japanese within time 
and space, thereby “casting light on the ancient documents with the use of 
contemporary beliefs [...].” However, “to avoid any confusion with Buddhist 
and Confucian concepts, one must observe these beliefs only among common 
people, preferably in remote villages that still preserve their old customs.”21 

This stress on folkore studies appears to resemble the approach of 
Yanagita Kunio � �����|���*��� >��� Q
4���"� and Yanagita’s aims 
were actually diametrically opposed to each other. Whereas Yanagita tried 
����
��"��4
��"=
��@������\�=��
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���>
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�"��
�
!�����
�� ) by 
studying the practices of the common people (����� ), Revon—in accor-
dance with Satow�
7=
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ity in “ancient Shinto.” Thus, Revon’s Shinto gods are ultimately the gods “of 
all the primitive religions, sharing the same origin, the same evolution, and 
�	
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Confronted with an abundance of deities—“nature gods” and “spirit-
gods,” “naturistic gods” and “animistic gods,” “precise gods related to some 
natural object” and “amorphous gods wandering in the invisible world”—
Revon 
'=���"���	��	���"�=	�"�����
�����""�@�������"�"�
'����"�"������������

20. Revon 1908b, p. 214.
21. Q
4�����/���=?��������
��?
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ral phenomena” and “animistic gods and indistinct or anonymous spirits.” 
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personal fondness of literature.22 For example “myths that do not aim to sat-
isfy a desire for knowledge, but simply a pleasure to tell stories,” a pleasure 
that constitutes a “common heritage of humanity” according to Revon.

The critical apparatus that accompanies Revon’s text is impressive. In 
an abundant number of footnotes, sometimes covering up to 90 percent of 
the entire page, Revon not only compares Shinto cults and customs with ex-
amples from other civilizations, but also discusses different points of view 
advanced by other scholars. In one case, for instance, Revon devotes a foot-
���
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study of comparative religions, established in 1896), held in Tokyo in 1899. 
In this meeting, the etymology of the term kami was discussed with great 
vigor. 

In his report of this meeting, Revon echoes ideas about the “feeble reli-
gious feelings” of the Japanese that we have already encountered above with 
Bousquet and others: “They have an easy but not very fervid piety. They ven-
erate rather than revere. They are simply courteous towards the gods as they 
are towards everything superior.”23��	
����@����������
@������	
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�'�kami 
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4��?� [
� goes on to comment on 
no less than ten explanations of kami based on the etymology of this word, 
including one by Hirata Atsutane ���������	
��>����~�	�"	��&��
�

, quoted from the latter’s work ����	���������� , published 
in 1880. Coming back to the 1899 meeting, Revon further reports that “the 
\�=��
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�����>�
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marizes their debate as follows: “All in all, these etymologies are of later in-
vention, and the only acceptable etymology is the one based on the general 
meaning of the word kami in the Japanese language, which simply means by 
kami ‘superior’” (p.28).

22. Indeed, Revon is better known and praised in France for his Anthologie de 
la littérature japonaise des origines au XXe siècle, published in 1910, than for his 
work on Japanese religions and rituals.

23. Q
4�����/���=?�*���
'=	�"�"�����	
���������?
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Such a conclusion follows Revon’s motto: “Find the original element 
under the varnish of civilization.” Thus, Revon tries to eliminate the Chi-
nese elements. After arriving at a “pure Shinto” in this way, he connects 
its elements, such as the worship of the sun or the moon, to contemporary 
Japanese practices. By doing so, he hopes to be able to link Shinto texts and 
Shinto rituals with the cosmogonical myths of other peoples. Yet his ultimate 
aim to demonstrate the universalism of Japanese religious creeds and be-
haviors sometimes leads him to ungrounded generalizations. If, for instance, 
some foreign scholars maintain that a given myth is of Chinese origin while 
Japanese scholars insist on its native character, Revon takes this as evidence 
that the myth in question is “Chinese and Japanese at the same time” and 
therefore “universal.” On the whole, Revon wants to remind us that Japanese 
myths contain too many universal characteristics to be able to determine 
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���������
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seems to us […] similar to that of all the primitive religions.”24 For him, the 
life of the gods should be seen as a mirror of the material, moral, and social 
���
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�@�"����	�>�����"����\�=��?�

Revon regards himself as a faithful chronicler of a lost world that died 
with the introduction of Buddhism, or rather, the introduction of elements 
from continental civilization. In the last chapter of his book, which is given 
the somewhat nostalgic title “The end of the gods,” Revon maintains that 
Buddhist or Confucian doctrines should have been refuted from the very mo-
ment they entered Japan: “As soon as Buddhism appears, Shinto is lost, [… 
as can be demonstrated by the fact that] from the middle of the sixth century, 
���
��������
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����	
�����=���	
�������>���������������?825 In this short 
chapter, he summarizes all the “strange metamorphoses” of Shinto, from the 
��4
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the Yang” and the “Yih-king” to the awkward zeal of Motoori and Hirata who 
“bring close to them the opponent that they intend to overturn.” Then, re-
garding the religious situation of the modern period, Revon concludes: “But 
quite to the contrary, the savage apostles of religious nationalism accepted 
everything from abroad that they seemed to want to exclude. They felt that 
the unpolished religion of their forefathers could not satisfy modern intel-
ligence” (p. 388). Between the lines, one can feel that Revon hoped for a true 

24. Q
4�����/���=?���?
25. Q
4�����/���=?�+�+?
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recovery of Shinto, but was frustrated in this by the continuous emergence of 
other religious currents—the revival of pure Shinto by the Wagakusha 

, the preachers of Shingaku �������	
�@�"���
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������"���
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� )—which, gradually, from the eighteenth cen-

tury, bereaved Shinto of its authentic attributes, starting with its “antique 
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Revolution of 1868, tried to build up again these fallen deities” (p. 389). The 
attempt to reconstruct original Shinto in order “to increase the glory of the 
dynasty was useless.” 

All in all, Revon says little about the religious situation of Japan at his 
time. Although he took the opportunity to present his general view on mod-
ern Japan at a conference held in 1904 at the Sorbonne, he scarcely men-
tioned religious aspects. He simply pointed out the vanity of the efforts of 
“our missionaries” to preach Catholicism to a people that does not need a 
“new Church” in that the Meiji government had just enacted the full separa-
tion of Buddhism (Revon calls ��� �	
�}��@������	���	8�� ���'��	
�"���
?26 In 
the concluding remarks of Le Shinntoïsme, he notes sadly that the forced 
conversion to the “new worship” did not change a single thing in people’s 
attitudes: they continue to preserve their “Buddhist superstitions.” While the 
Meiji Restoration, “this daring attempt,” had been successful from a political 
=��������4�
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�"��"���
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worship did not have any echo inside people’s heart.”*� Nevertheless, Revon 
continues to believe that in spite of the abandonment of the former gods and 
“the death of the old Shinto for ever, the heart of the Japanese remains faith-
ful to the spirit of this religion [Shinto]. [... ] The two thousand year old sun 
always glitters on the mountains of the divine archipelago” (p. 391). 

In conclusion, Revon differs from Bousquet and Martin, to be discussed 
below, in that his work exhibits strong personal feelings and great sympa-
thies for Japan and its culture. Published in a period of intellectual efferves-
cence in the social sciences, when several schools had already investigated a 
host of religious materials from ancient or non-Western cultures and begun 
to discuss problems of methodology—not to speak of the controversies sur-
rounding totemism or the concept of magic—Revon’s writings on Shinto did 
not receive much praise. Marcel Mauss, for instance, wrote in a short but 

26. Revon 1904, p. 26.
*�? Q
4�����/���=?�+�/?
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extremely critical review of Le Shinntoïsme in L’Année sociologique: “Mr. 
Revon continues the publication of his general articles on Shintoism. They 
are mainly directed towards mythology������	
���
���@�������������"?��	�"�
second-hand work is merely a collection of references, and its only original-
ity lies in its—sometimes inaccurate—comparisons with other religions.”28

Jean-Marie Martin: A Study of Shinto Myths Based on 
Japanese Sources

The missionary Jean-Marie Martin was born in 1886 in a small village be-
longing to the diocese of Tarbes, in the Pyrenees. In 1903, he entered the So-
ciety of Foreign Missions of Paris, a Roman Catholic missionary order. Two 
months after his ordination to the priesthood in March 1910, he left France 
and went to Japan (Nagasaki). Apart from military service during the First 
�����������	
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��	��������������~��~�?�&���
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with great linguistic and intellectual talents, he studied Japanese under Fa-
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Father Emile Raguet (1854–1929)—famous for his useful French-Japanese 
dictionary and his excellent translation of the New Testament into classical 
Japanese (bungotai )—that Martin decided to devote himself to the 
study of Shinto. During a long stay in Southern Kyushu (Kagoshima, Moji, 
Kumamoto), he frequently met Buddhist monks as well as Shinto priests and 
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��?29 In 1938 he was called back to the 
Fukuoka Mission in order to prepare an enlarged edition of Father Raguet’s 
dictionary. To this work, which was to become his opus magnum, he dedi-
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Le Shintoïsme, Mauss is, by contrast, quite enthusiastic about a lengthy article on 
Japanese literature by Claude Maître (Maître 1903–1904): “The principal sociologi-
cal results are interesting assumptions regarding the formation of the mythological 
and ritual tradition of Japan, and particularly about the importance of the myths and 
legends of the clans and the great noble families of these clans.” 

29. Le Shintoïsme, religion nationale. I. Les Origines. Essais d’histoire an-
cienne du Japon (1924) and part 2, Le Shintoïsme ancien����*��?



192 J E A N - P I E R R E  B E RT HON

As regards Shinto, Martin asked an apparently simple question: Is 
Shinto a religion? The question became complicated, however, since the of-
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religion; it is only the civil worship of the dynasty’s ancestors, the great men 
of Japan, and the known or unknown heroes who died for the protection of 
the country.”30����
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�
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of shrines and reverences to their kami (jinja sanpai ) especially 
at schools and universities, in spite of the general freedom of religion guar-
anteed by the constitution of 1889. Like most other Christians, Martin was 
especially concerned about the obligation to do jinja sanpai also at private 
Christian schools.31 He even notes in the foreword to his second volume on 
Shinto the courageous behavior of Professor Anesaki Masaharu  of 
the Imperial Tokyo University who “did not hesitate to support the Christian 
missionaries’ claims” against these visits.32 

�	�"�� �	
� ��@����� �������
� ��� }nonreligious Shinto” became the very 
reason for Father Martin to take up the study of Shinto: “Since pagan Japa-
�
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method likely to provide results is to question the texts.” To this end, the 
author compiles diverse elements from these ancient texts. In his view, this 
was the only successful route to comprehend Shinto beliefs and practices: 
}����"��'=�""�>�
�������
�"�����'��
����	����������
��������~����@�"���	
�
ancient Shinto which survives in it, and its understanding supposes already 
a certain introductory knowledge of the history of primitive Japan and of its 
civilization.”33 

As regards Martin’s sources, he notes that with the exception of a few 
works by Western scholars such as Chamberlain, Aston, and Revon, he re-
lied primarily on Japanese texts and scholarship. He used the conventional 
�
��~����  editions of Kojiki and Nihon shoki as his most important 

30. Quoted from Martin���*������
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31. On Christian reactions to jinja sanpai, see also Kate Wildman Nakai’s con-
tribution to this volume. 

32. Martin���*������
������=?��?
33. Martin 1924, p. 3.
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!� ) and Tsuda Keibu 
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�������� ) for an analysis of history and mytho-
logy. For Japanese prehistory, he relied heavily on the work of the noted 
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was also a Catholic (�!�����"������������ ). In addition, he 
dealt critically with the following authors and theories: Arai Hakuseki 
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of the myths were human rulers who had been apotheosized by later gen-
erations; Kume Kunitake  (1839–1931) and his reinterpretation of 
the “Divine Age” (jindai ����"	�~�������"	��
� ������|�������
a socialist historian for whom Japanese mythology is permeated by Semitic 
elements (Kojiki ����%���������]
��

!� ); and Kimura 
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who situated the origins of the Japanese people in Western Asia and likened 
biblical characters to the kami and to Japanese legendary heroes (����

��
��������]	�
��
��

! ).

Based on these sources, Martin sketches a brief history of ancient Japan, 
commenting especially on the Chinese contributions to Japanese civiliza-
tion. Shinto appears to him as a set of beliefs, superstitions, and customs 
that incorporated new Buddhist�
�
'
��"������
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�}��@��������"����Buddhist thought”34 are demonstrated, for example, 
in his analysis of norito��
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also points out that Japanese modern historians tend to regard mythological 
legends, such as the descent of the divine grandchild (	������
���� ) 
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as narratives of real events. As an example, Martin quotes a passage from a 
primary school textbook (
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��
paraphrase of the Imperial Rescript on Education—according to which the 
divine commandment to rule the earth by Amaterasu to her grandson Ninigi 
is the fundament of the imperial bloodline’s destiny to rule the nation “as 
long as the sky and the earth exist.”

According to Martin, the profound contempt Japanese have always pro-
fessed against foreigners (the nanbanjin  of the sixteenth century) is 
constituent of this civil morality inculcated in school children through his-

34. Martin 1924, p. 59.
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tory and moral textbooks teaching that “Japan is a unique country in the 
world, outside and above the common law which governs the universe; Japa-
nese school children are the sons of the gods.”35 Already in ancient times, the 
Yamato court used religion “to maintain the allegiance of the conquered peo-
ples.” The author deduces from Kojiki and Nihon shoki that “all the myths 
manifestly intend to make people think with great conviction that the impe-
rial dynasty has received the mission to govern the country from heaven” 
(p. 93). Considering the beginning of the “historical period” of Japan, Mar-
tin describes at length the introduction of Buddhism and the great reforms 
of Taika with the purpose to help the reader to get a better understanding 
of these politico-religious events, “insofar as they can shed light on Shinto 
history.” Thus, it is against Buddhism and Confucianism that he imagines 
Emperor Tenmu—who revered Buddha and his doctrine—giving Shinto its 
sacred books because, as he writes, “Shinto should not undergo any eclipse.” 
As a skillful man of faith (did not Buddhism spread thanks to its canonical 
�������" ���>�����"���"���@�
�������""
������=������"�����	
��Martin describes 
Emperor Tenmu as a man of great vision. He regards the preface (jobun 

) of the Kojiki as proof of that vision. 
Martin does not deny the existence of a moral sense in Shinto (“It is 
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feelings, lacked a moral sense”), but adds in the same vein how imperfect this 
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��'��	����'�Buddhism 
and Confucianism, which “improved the general manners of the Japanese 
society exceptionally.”36 In the course of this argument, he criticizes W. G. 
Aston’s derogatory view of Shinto ethics.+� Finally, Martin tends to the opin-
ion that the gods are not indifferent to individual moral behavior, for they re-
move sins (tsumi ) and pollutions (kegare ) from the faithful through 
=���@����������
"�"��	��"�harae  and misogi  ceremonies. 

In contrast to continental Shamanism (Siberian and, to some extent, 
Korean), which consists in Martin’s view merely of exorcism and divina-

35. Martin���*���=?���?
36. Martin���*���=?��//|102.
+�? Martin disapproves especially of the following statement by Aston: “There is 

no stronger proof of the rudimentary character of Shinto than the exceedingly casual 
and imperfect sanction which extends to altruistic morality. It has scarcely anything 
in the nature of ethics” (Aston 1905, Shinto, the Way of the Gods, cited in English in 
Martin���*���=?��/��?
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maintains that Shinto polytheism is superior to the polydemonism of North 
Asian people. This differentiation is based on the evolutionist theories of the 
time applied to the Japanese case. Even if Martin does not mention it, he 
must have been aware of ���
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��	��"�A Study of Shinto, the Religion of 
the Japanese Nation (���
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ment through different phases, such as, among others, polydemonism and 
polytheism. Considering the wealth of materials at his disposal, Martin could 
have easily avoided the reproduction of such unfortunate judgments on the 
beliefs and cults of the various peoples that immigrated to the Japanese ar-
chipelago.39

In a last passage on “the vicissitudes of Shinto through history,” Mar-
tin �
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�superstitions in the ritual,” or 

38. Martin���*���=?�*��?
39. As mentioned, Martin notes from time to time, that he relies exclusively on 

Japanese sources, except for two or three Western scholars such as Aston, Cham-
berlain, or Revon. If we look at the further development of French studies on the 
Japanese religious worldview in relation to Shinto mythology during the twenties and 
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japonology. One can mention “L’adresse du dignitaire de la province d’Izumo” 
(Haguenauer, 1929) and more generally his Selected Studies on religion (Haguenauer 
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ied in France during this period: Matsumoto Nobuhiro , a former student of 
Marcel Mauss who published in French an important study on the analogies of Japa-
nese mythology with Asia meridional countries (Matsumoto 1928), and Matsu daira 
Narimitsu , Doctor of Paris University, who studied myths and Japanese be-
liefs from the point of view of folklore, with publications referring mainly to matsuri 
festivals (Matsudaira 1955). In an article on the god Susanoo and the relations be-
tween mythology and folklore studies published in 1959, Cornelius Ouwehand writes 
about Matsumoto’s study that it “still offers the most reliable and intelligent survey 
of Japanese mythology now at our disposal in any Western language” (Ouwehand 
1959, pp. 384–85). In the same article, he also praises at length the importance of 
Matsu daira’s research on Japanese festivals for a better understanding of the Japa-
nese gods (ibid, pp. 402–403). On Matsumoto, see also Hirafuji Kikuko’s chapter in 
this volume, pp. 82–85.
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“the invasion of Buddhism,” or Chinese Confucianism���	
�=��������������-
ence of which is often pointed out. From such statements we can clearly infer 
that Martin analyzes the present situation (the 1920s) of Shinto through the 
lens of contemporary Japanese historians. This leads him to the conclusion 
that “the Kannushi and the Kangakusha are about to set free Shinto from 
����	�"��������
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�8������	���}�	
������~��"	��  are completing 
the patriotic work of liberation by cutting the mooring ropes which have un-
til today connected Shinto to Chinese philosophy.”40 According to Martin, 
“when �
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Hesitant Steps on the Path to Shinto Studies

What can be inferred from these three contributions to the French “prehis-
tory” of Shinto studies? Do they justify the optimistic judgment that Eustace 
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he dedicates the following short passage to Japan: 

The ancient religion of Japan, submerged for a millennium and a 
half by Buddhism, was revived as a national religion in the middle 
of last century. The task of scholarship has been to recover the 
primitive religion apart from the rationalization and secularization 
of it in the modern period. The criticism of the texts of the Kojiki 
and Nihonji [Nihongi] has begun. Revon has shown the nature of 
the Norito as spoken charms. […] Several scholars have attempted 
to penetrate to the early religion by way of the mythologies.41

“Secularization” of Shinto would have been indeed an interesting topic to 
explore, but Revon and Martin, the only French scholars who could have 
given an account of it, did not pay due attention to the transformations of 
Shinto. Anglophone authors like Basil Hall Chamberlain (The Invention of a 
New Religion, 1912) or later D. C. Holtom (The Political Philosophy of Mod-
ern Shinto, 1922), on the other hand, did throw a new light on the complex 

40. Martin���*���=?�+��?
41. Haydon 1926, p. 31, originally published in English. 
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of Shinto divided into two parts within which the “national deities”—well 
researched by Revon and Martin—saw their status strengthened. Martin, 
the missionary, and Revon, the scholar both studied early Shinto through 
the mythologies but their backgrounds and aims were different. As a mis-
sionary, Martin was concerned with the future of Christianity facing a new 
form of Shinto. However, he did not take the time to study this new Shinto 
thoroughly, even if he pointed out the fact that Shinto, as a religion, is based 
on numerous “temples” (jinja ) not dedicated to kami selected as most 
important by the government. Furthermore, he seemed aware of the fact that 
the establishment of State Shinto—i.e., the civil cult that Martin calls the “of-
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4
��'��
����@���������missionaries to 
continue “Christian propaganda.” Unfortunately, Martin ended his histori-
cal survey of Shinto myths at the threshold of the Meiji era, abandoning his 
promise to write a second book on modern Shinto. 

While Michel Revon is still remembered as a pioneer of Japanese lan-
guage teaching in France, his work on Shinto is largely ignored. Regarding 
the methodological tools at his disposal, Revon’s studies of ancient Shinto 
mythology and ritual (norito prayers) may be seen indeed as disappointing. 
On the other hand, if one considers the scope of his work, the mass of quota-
tions from primary sources and the abundant number of elaborate footnotes, 
it is quite surprising that nothing of it is cited by Bernard Frank in his semi-
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études japonaises.”42 

Bousquet’s contributions to Shinto Studies are certainly the least accu-
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remarks on Japanese culture and religion. However, his vivid ethnographic 
descriptions provide a keyhole for the understanding of popular religion 
(Shinto and Buddhist) in the Archipelago. Chronologically older, his work 
remains a vestige of a certain French curiosity and, at moments, compassion 
for Japan. Concerning Shinto and its relationship with nationalism, which is 
the main topic of this volume, Bousquet’s conclusions predict without ambi-
guity a somber future for Shinto. To be fair, we should add that these visions 
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with all his energy to change what he perceived as feudal customs and to 
transform Japanese law accordingly. 

In contrast to many ethnographical studies, the emergent “religious 
studies”—especially in their philological approach—tended to privilege con-
tinuation over change. While Bousquet was an impatient intellectual who 
desired a faster and deeper transformation of Japanese society, Revon and 
Martin deplored that Japan was willing to strip off what they perceived as its 
true religious and cultural clothes. They regarded Shinto as the indigenous 
religion of Japan linked to an immemorial past and looked for the unchang-
ing features of kami devotion in the course of history. They did not study 
Japanese myths to get a better understanding of the present religious situa-
tion but to shed light on “ancient Shinto,” which they regarded as the essence 
of eternal Japan or, to use Father Martin’s expression, as the “true (Shinto) 
religion.” Both were still considering Shinto as a religion when Shinto was 
about to transform itself into a national civil cult with the emperor at its 
apex, as the symbol of an everlasting state.
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