
SA F F R O N - R O B E D M O N K S A N D L O N G - H A I R E D G U R U S have become f a m i l i a r 

characters o n the A m e r i c a n p o p u l a r cu l tu re scene. Jane I w a m u r a examines the 

con tempora ry fasc inat ion w i t h Eas te rn sp i r i t ua l i t y a n d provides a c u l t u r a l 

h i s tory o f the representation o f A s i a n re l ig ions i n A m e r i c a n mass m e d i a . Encoun te r s 

w i t h m o n k s , gurus , b h i k k h u s , sages, sifus, healers, a n d masters f r o m a w i d e var ie ty o f 

e thn ic backgrounds a n d rel igious t rad i t ions p r o v i d e d i n i t i a l engagements w i t h A s i a n 

sp i r i tua l t radi t ions . V i r t u a l O r i e n t a l i s m shows the evo lu t i on o f these in teract ions , 

f rom direct engagements w i t h specific i n d i v i d u a l s to med ia t ed relations w i t h a conven ­

t iona l i zed i c o n : the O r i e n t a l M o n k . V i s u a l l y a n d p s y c h i c a l l y c o m p e l l i n g , the O r i e n t a l 

M o n k becomes for A m e r i c a n s a "figure o f t r a n s l a t i o n " — a convenien t s y m b o l for alter­

native spir i tual i t ies a n d modes o f be ing . T h r o u g h the figure o f the so l i ta ry M o n k , w h o 

generously a n d purpose fu l ly shares his w i s d o m w i t h the Wes t , A s i a n re l ig ios i ty is 

made manag eab l e—psycho log i c a l l y , social ly, a n d p o l i t i c a l l y — f o r p o p u l a r cu l tu re 

c o n s u m p t i o n . Iwamura 's i n s igh t fu l s tudy shows that t h o u g h p o p u l a r engagement 

w i t h A s i a n rel igions i n the U n i t e d States has increased, the fact that m u c h o f this has 

taken v i r t u a l f o r m makes s tereotypical cons t ruc t ions o f "the sp i r i tua l Eas t" obdura te 

a n d especial ly d i f f icul t to chal lenge. 

"Jane I w a m u r a has an u n c a n n y a n d impressive w a y o f c o m b i n i n g p o p u l a r cu l tu re , 

hermeneutics , studies i n d ig i t a l i z a t i on , categories o f e thn ic a n d rac ia l f o rma t ion , a n d 

U S rel igious studies. T h i s b o o k provides an i m p o r t a n t i n t r o d u c t i o n to a set o f major 

Or i en ta l i s t figures i n p o p u l a r genres that has not yet been g iven adequate scholar ly 

at tent ion. Iwamura's approach to p o p u l a r cu l tu re is very deft: she not o n l y pays close 

a t tent ion to the images at h a n d , but exposes wha t she takes to be the na t i ona l a n d rac ia l 

anxieties at play there t h r o u g h a close read ing o f the images ' d issonant interpretations." 
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