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ODYSSEUS 
IN 

JAPAN                   
 
 

Who would have thought that the national poet of Japan had 
Greek and Irish ancestry. 
That is not the only paradox in the life of Lefkadios Hearn. 
Born in Lefkada, as evidenced by its name, he wondered 
through Ireland, Cincinnati, in Memphis, New Orleans, and 
Martinique before arriving in Japan to transmit with his pen 
its culture to the West. 
On his odyssey across three continents he survived many 
separations. He grew up away from his mother and his  
father, he lost track of his brother, he was homeless, was a 
journalist with column 
time of murder, restaurateur, author and poet finished. His 
personality translates to an absolute freedom, a journey of 
inquiry and a driving force of curiosityand this is revealed in 
a tribute "Lafcadio Hearn, Lefcadio Hearn, Yacumo  
Koizumi: studies and stories about strange things" organised 
at the Department of Literature and Arts of the Onassis 
Foundation, under the artistic direction of Dimitri  
Papadimitriou, Panayiotis Rappas and Rallou Vogiatzis. 
Excerpts from correspondence between Hearn with his  
beloved friend Henry Watkin with an unknown 
lady, with his brother and his partner Setzouko Koizumi, a 
source of information about life and a window to the world 
of thought, interests and imagination. The actors Stelios 
Mainas and Matina Dusko will present the letters, and will 
highlight the first animated film by Rappas, with music by 
Papadimitriou, based on Hearn's story "The fountain of 
youth" referring to the relationship between man and 
woman. 
Lafcadio Hearn was born on June 27, 1850 in Lefkada. His 
mother, Rosa Cassimatis, of noble [Kytherian] origin, was 
forced to leave for Dublin when his Irish father, Charles 
Hearn, a military surgeon in the British Protectorate of the 
Ionian Islands, was transferred to the West Indies. His  
parents separated and Charles exploited an English law 
which did not recognise marriages with people of eastern 
orthodox faith.  Lafcadio grew up with an aunt in Dublin,  
in a religious environment, and after an injury lost vision in 
one eye. 
At the age of 19 he emigrated to America and lived in  
poverty until he met the English printer, Henry Watkin,  
who helped him find a job at a newspaper in Cincinnati.  
"He became his mentor and they maintained a long corre-
spondence," according to  Rappas. “Hearn writes in the third 
person and calls himself ‘Raven’, probably influenced by 
Edgar Allan Poe." 
In one of his letters to the Watkin - titled Letters from the 
Raven: Being the Correspondence of Lafcadio Hearn with 
Henry Watkin - filled with funny sketches of a young bird, 
Hearn appears as the owner of a cheap restaurant:  

"The Raven has a restaurant in New Orleans. He is the silent 
owner of the business [...]. The company is the cheapest in 
New Orleans. All the meals cost five cents only.”   
He has thrown out the prices. The setup of the company  
already has cost one hundred dollars. Maybe, maybe not. 
The Raven is a partner, a vast and ruthless man who kills 
people who disagree with his coffee. 
Fate comes into play to bring Hearn into contact in America 
with his brother James Daniel. 
"When I left school, I was foolish enough to come to  
America ... It was during this time that I saw my brother's 
name in a newspaper in Cleveland” writes Daniel. 
"I wrote to him and had to send him a photo of our father to 
convince him of our relationship."  
Lafcadio replied "This is truly a photograph of my father. I 
had exactly the same one” while adding wistfully:" You 
must have on the calf of each leg three lines carved by our 
mother: in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Maybe you have it without knowing.  Please tell me  
something about you. I want to know everything you have 
done and what you will do in the future. Above all I need to 
see you, and before long, since I plan to leave the United 
States soon.” 
The plans are carried out quickly and the two brothers are 
separated permanently. We meet Lafcadio in 1889 in Japan, 
where he teaches English and marries Setzouko Koizumi, 
the daughter of a samurai family. Indeed, he changes his 
name to Koizumi Yiakoumi and embraces the Zen  
philosophy. His funeral in 1904 was carried out in  
accordance with Buddhist ritual, while on the slab of his 
tomb his students wrote: 
"To Lafcadio Hearn, whose pen was more powerful even 
than the sword of the glorious nation he loved, the nation 
has honored him and accepted him into its arms as a citizen 
and offered him, alas, a grave. " 
“Lafcadio Hearn was open-minded. He wrote poetry,  
novels, books on Creole- cooking, essays on English and 
French poetry, as well as on insects, and also dealt with the 
ancient Greek myths and traditional stories of the Japanese 
", says Vogiatzis. It is no coincidence that the Japanese have 
built a museum and erected a statue in his honour whilst his 
book "Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan" was taught for years 
in their schools. 
 
 
Postcript: 
The original article (in Greek) appeared in the 29 October 
2011 edition of the Eleftherotypia newspaper.  Although 
Lafcadio Hearn never set foot on Kythera, and indeed took 
up his Lefkada birthplace in his name, he always  
remembered with fondness his mother, the stunning  
Kytherian beauty Rosa Cassimatis, and was a pioneer in 
breaking down the mysteries of Japanese culture for the 
West.  WE can still claim him as one of our own.   
The book “Lafcadio Hearn: Japan’s Great Interpreter” is in 
the Kytherian Association’s library. 
 

George Vardas 
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