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Marvin Marcus               The Impact of Western
Autobiography on the Meiji

Literary Scene

The history of Japanese literature is rich in autobiographical expres-
sion, if one includes traditional modes of self-representation such as
the diary (nikki) and the discursive essay (zuihitsu). It goes without say-
ing that the quality of self expressed by Japanese writers has under-
gone profound changes over the centuries, and this is of course equally
true of the Western autobiographical self. Nevertheless, certain funda-
mental qualities have endured. The literary journey that began in
Japan with the Heian court diarists and in the West with the Confes-
sions of St. Augustine took many turns before reaching our own time.
It is one such turning-pointÂ—the Meiji period (1868-1912)Â—that I
want to examine here.

In an important sense, the history of Meiji Japan is a history of
translators and translations, and, by extension, of readers and read-
ings. Broadly speaking, this refers to the overall task of "translating"
Western institutions, technology, and culture (poets, authors, and
books constituting a miniscule fraction thereof). Things and tech-
niques, of course, lend themselves rather readily to comprehension
and adaptation. Foreign cultural values, on the other hand, present
difficulties. Some will go untranslated. Others will be mistranslated,
opening up the possibility of cultural hybridization and mutation.

In Japan, the initial infatuation during the early Meiji with the more
concrete aspects of Western civilization would give way to a renewed
interest in one's native heritage, with the popular expression wakon
yÃ¶sai (Japanese spirit and Western learning) recapitulating a familiar
pattern of foreign borrowing  and nativist  reaction.  Nonetheless,
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Japan's turn toward the Western world beginning in the mid-nine-
teenth century would be irreversible, despite the ensuing political and
economic vicissitudes, and that which was incorporated would alter
the fabric of Japanese society and culture. To put it another way, trans-
lation in the broad sense became a significant Japanese cultural institu-
tion beginning with the Meiji.

Rather more concerned with railroads and telegraph lines than the
finer points of ontology, Japan embarked upon its confrontation with
Western civilization rather ill-equipped to comprehend a conception of
the individual that had evolved from the Bible, St. Augustine, Shake-
speare, and Rousseau. Beginning in the 1880s, though, a growing
familiarity with Western literature and culture, in part the result of a
burgeoning People's Rights Movement (minken undo), occasioned the
first attempts at making sense of Western individualism. But it was the
spread of Christian-inspired humanism and individualism among
young writers and intellectuals in the 1890s that fostered a sense of
selfhood as a philosophical and literary entity and the artist as
romantic.

The introduction of romanticism toward the end of the nineteenth

century is associated with the Bungakkai (World of Literature) group,
one of the many literary coteries that formed in Tokyo. Led by an
impassioned young writer named Kitamura TÃ¶koku (1868-94), Bun-
gakkai became the focus of an unprecedented concern for questions of
selfhood, artistic identity, and "meaningfulness" in life. A new vocab-
ulary of individualism came into use, and writers were all but obliged
to reflect upon jinsei (life) and jiga (self).1

This collective quest for identity within the Japanese literary and
intellectual community coincided with an expanding readership for
foreign literature, which became, for some at least, the primary vehicle
for comprehending the workings of Western character and culture.
But the process was a gradual one, and in the early years of the Meiji,
when it was virtually impossible to tell Shakespeare from Mark Twain,
literary translation was at best a hit-or-miss affair. In the absence of
any real comprehension of Western fiction, bizarre adaptations of
Bulwer-Lytton and Sir Walter Scott held sway. It was inevitable,
though, in view of the passion for Western learning, that a "critical
mass" of sophisticated readers and skilled translators would eventually
be achieved.

Many of the early translators of Western literature were aspiring
young writers, for whom a baptism in the works of Dickens or
Maupassant or Poe was as necessary a part of one's artistic develop-
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ment as a grounding in the Chinese classics had been for prior genera-
tions of Japanese literati. For the most part, the common language of
literary translation was English, and in a sense the history of Meiji
translation hinged upon the importation and circulation of books in
English.2 Yet the greatest of the early writer-translatorsÂ—Mori Ã–gai
(1862-1922) and Futabatei Shimei (1864-1909)Â—were trained in Ger-
man and Russian, respectively.

In any event, by the end of the Meiji period, Western literature had
achieved a level of popularity and status rivalling that of the native
product. Maupassant, Ibsen, Chekhov, and Hauptmann were names
as familiar as SÃ¶seki, Toson, and Doppo. Again, this new level of
sophistication did not occur overnight, but one turning point bears
mentioning. I am referring to an 1885 essay written by Tsubouchi
ShÃ¶yÃ¶ (1859-1935), a leading figure within the Tokyo bundan (literary
community). Entitled "ShÃ¶setsu shinzui" (Essence of Fiction), the
essay called for a rigorously Western approach to reading and writing
fiction. ShÃ¶yÃ¶ in effect sought to establish Western fiction as the privil-
eged literary genre, thereby displacing the thousand-year-old suprem-
acy ofwaka (traditional 31-syllable verse form).

This is not to say, however, that the native literary tradition was ren-
dered obsolete by a superior foreign import.3 But ShÃ¶yÃ¶'s exhortation
to create a modern literature in Japan by emulating Western narrative
techniques very much caught the attention of an entire generation of
writers. The task required that character portrayal be made the center-
piece of fiction. This would prove to be a formidable challenge (with
ShÃ¶yÃ¶ himself essentially abandoning the attempt), and it would be
decades before modern Japanese fiction reached its maturity.

Yet few seemed to doubt the advisability, at least, of coming into
contact with foreign literature, whether poetry, fiction, or drama, and
it is almost inconceivable that, in the 1890s, any Japanese writer could
have entirely avoided falling under the spell of Wordsworth or
Turgenev, Ibsen or Poe. These names, along with so many others,
were to become an essential constituent of the Meiji literary world.

With this as a background, the question of self-representation again
poses itself. If it is true that Japanese writers and intellectuals, in their
eagerness to understand Western character, were open to influence by
Western texts that ostensibly portrayed the self in a direct and "genu-
ine" manner, then it should follow that autobiography would have
held a certain appeal. No other narrative genre, after all, would seem
to traffic so exclusively in this narrative domain.

Here we need to recall that discourse on "Meiji Westernization" has
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tended to deemphasize or entirely ignore the persistence of a native
tradition. As I have already mentioned, Japanese autobiographical lit-
erature in the broad sense can be traced back to the tenth century. The
conventional Western autobiographyÂ—which is to say, the retrospec-
tive summing-up of one's life in narrative formÂ—is a much later devel-
opment, although the KagerO nikki (Gossamer Diary, ca. 975), an
extraordinary account of domestic tedium written by an all-but-anony-
mous Heian courtier wife, surely bears consideration as an early fore-
runner.

In Japan, modern autobiographical writing has its roots in the Toku-
gawa period (1603-1867).4 This may come as something of a surprise,
given what we typically assume to have been the domination of Chi-
nese models and Confucianist orthodoxy, official censorship and
repression. For many, the age has come to be identified with "suppres-
sion of self," but in spite of thisÂ—or perhaps on account of itÂ—Toku-
gawa cultural history has its share of renegades and outcasts who saw
fit to bequeath a written record of their eccentricity.

The counterpart to such informal, personal autobiography is a cate-
gory of conspicuously formal, public narratives that detail one's offi-
cial career, typically with a certain magisterial austerity and restraint.5
What is more, the period witnessed a profusion of biographiesÂ—lives
of well-heeled samurai, for the most part. These tend toward a mix of
dry chronology and pious venerationÂ—a form of Confucian hagio-
graphy, one might say. The "self in Tokugawa literature, then,
despite a variety of narrative styles, is generally lacking in depth, in
what we regard (from our Eurocentric vantage point, that is) as the
essential quality of individuality.

Meiji writers, in other words, had access to a native tradition of life-
writing that constituted a model of characterization and rhetorical
style.6 However, such writing was remote from the lyrical/poetic main-
stream, and its obviously antiquated style would have appealed pri-
marily to an elite (and aging) audience of those schooled in the Confu-
cian tradition. My thesis is that the younger generation of Japanese
writers, in their quest for suitable models of literary self-representa-
tion, would have been likely to turn to Western autobiography. In
what follows, then, I will test this thesis by tracing the impact in Meiji
Japan of three classics of self-portrayal: Franklin's Autobiography,
Rousseau's Confessions, and Thoreau's Waiden.

The Japanese first learned of Benjamin Franklin in the early 1860s,
through fragments of the Autobiography and other writings printed in
a Dutch magazine a decade earlier, then retranslated into Japanese in
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the form of a ryakuden, or biographical sketch.7 The account tells of
the son of a poor soapmaker who goes to "Hideruhia" (American place
names were evidently "Greek" to the shogunal translators), where he
makes a name for himself by printing the first daily newspaper in
North America and opening the first public library. Next, a brief pas-
sage concerning Franklin the inventor: the lightning rod is mentioned,
along with an improved version of "a musical instrument called the
'harumonika'." Somewhat less space is devoted to the subsequent
political and diplomatic career.

In the early phases of Japan's turn toward the West, much informa-
tion would come in the form of such third-hand biographical frag-
ments. With the Meiji Restoration (1868), this groping for exemplars
of the new spirit of ambition and free enterprise would lead to the
translation in 1871 of Samuel Smiles's paean to the work ethic, Self
Help (1859). The first Western work translated in the Meiji period,
SeIfHeIp heralds the new age in its opening paragraph:

"Heaven helps those who help themselves" is a well-tried maxim,
embodying in a small compass the results of vast human experience.
The spirit of self-help is the root of all genuine growth in the individual;
and, exhibited in the lives of many, it constitutes the true source of
national vigour and strength.8

What follows is a series of exemplary biographies, distributed among
chapters with titles such as "Application and Perseverance," "Energy
and Courage," "Men of Business," "Self-Culture," and "Character"
Â—a feast of Victorian didacticism. Virtually all of the worthies are Brit-
ish men, but one comes across three references to Benjamin FranklinÂ—
the scientific genius, the man of sterling integrity. Although the
Franklin passages are rather meager, the translation of Self Help, enti-
tled Saikoku risshi hen (Accounts of Successful Westerners), was so
widely read that it came to be spoken of as Meiji no seisho, the "Bible of
the Meiji." Franklin, in the meantime, became something of a house-
hold word in Japan, perhaps the first "famous" American.9

Franklin's reputation would be considerably furthered as a result of
the great attraction he held for Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901), the
champion of Japan's modernization. At a time when biographical texts
(encyclopedia entries, for the most part) were being mined for informa-
tion regarding noteworthy figures, Fukuzawa happened upon Ben-
jamin Franklin, whom he "expropriated" in an 1872 book aimed at
the edification of Japanese young people. The sketch, however, was lit-
tle more than a translation of the Franklin entry contained in the Col-
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Iter's Encyclopedia (one of the most important reference works in that
information-mad age). Fukuzawa next refers to Franklin the exemplar
in a work that would rank with the Self Help translation as the most
widely read books of the early MeijiÂ—Gakumon no susume (The
Encouragement of Learning, 1872-76).10 In this crucial document
of the Meiji enlightenment, Fukuzawa variously draws upon the
Franklin Autobiography, the Declaration of Independence, and Self
Help in arguing for the virtues of education, practical economy, and
hard workÂ—a variant of the Protestant Ethic, one might say, for the
new Japan. In calling attention to Western ideals that are, in fact,
equally meaningful within Japan's Confucian value system, Fukuzawa
is far from proposing a radically new social agenda. His exemplars may
be new, but their ideology essentially restates the traditional credo.

Having thus figured as an avatar of Western civilization in two
widely circulated works, Franklin would become, by the 1880s, the
epitome of the self-made man.11 Yet the Autobiography had figured
only indirectly in all of this adulation, serving principally as a source
document for a number of biographical accounts that would be applied
to this or that pedagogical purpose.12

Again, one needs to bear in mind that throughout much of the Meiji
period it was biography rather than autobiography that would meet
the extraordinary demand not only for information, but also for guid-
ance in leading one's life. So it was that the first substantial translation
of the Franklin work per se did not appear until 1887.13 Two years
later, the entire autobiography was available in Japanese.

With the 1889 translation, the figure of Benjamin Franklin began to
gain recognition within Tokyo literary circles. Among those who
would pay homage to the "autobiographed" Franklin was Tokutomi
SohÃ¶ (1863-1957), editor of the influential journal Kokumin no tomo
and prominent political reformist. Next, there is Uchimura KanzÃ¶
(1861-1930), a literary figure and religionist who, in view of his inter-
est in Christian humanism, was evidently moved by the example of
Franklin's dedication to the common man.14 Much in keeping with the
fraternal atmosphere of the Meiji hundan, these two shared their
enthusiasm with a young friend, Kunikida Doppo (1871-1908), an
aspiring author who would go on to achieve lasting recognition as a
writer of short stories. In his diary, Doppo mentions having read the
Autobiography in 1895 and being much drawn to Franklin's spirit of
rationalism and personal freedom.15 Doppo's maiden work, in fact,
was a biography of the young Benjamin Franklin, the first volume in
an educational series published in 1896.16 One can also cite the cele-
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brated poet Masaoka Shiki (1867-1902), who, some two weeks before
his death, wrote of his fascination with the Autobiography, which he
had read a year earlier.17

The spirit of Benjamin Franklin appealed to a broad spectrum of
Japanese societyÂ—writers and nonwriters alikeÂ—but undoubtedly the
most ardent admirer was Fukuzawa Yukichi. It is not without reason
that Fukuzawa has been styled the Japanese Ben Franklin, and indeed
the two careers closely parallelÂ—enlightenment figure, rationalist, lib-
ertarian, educator.18 And, last but not least, autobiographer. Fukuza-
wa's self-portrayal in his FukuO jiden (1898-99), one of the most
famous of all Japanese autobiographies, strongly resembles that of
FranklinÂ—the methodical summing-up of one's rise in the world, the
anecdotal asides, the stress upon moral cultivation and self-reliance.
Men of unmatched stature and historical moment, both Fukuzawa and
Franklin recapitulate in their autobiographies the coming-of-age of
one's nation. At the same time, there is no denying that each presents a
model life, intended at least implicitly (and often explicitly) to instruct
one's age. In a section which he subtitles "I Would Make Myself an
Example," Fukuzawa remarks:

After all, the purpose of my [educational mission] has not only been to
gather young men together and give them the benefit of foreign books
but to open this "closed" country of ours and bring it wholly into the
light of Western civilization. For only thus may Japan become strong in
the arts of both war and peace and take a place in the forefront of the
progress of the world.

I was not satisfied merely to advocate it by word of mouth. I felt that I
must practise it in my actual life, and that there would be no excuse if
there was the least disagreement between my words and my conduct.
Hence my self-discipline and my household economy so as never to be
dependent on other men. At the same time I did not hesitate if I saw any-
thing that was necessary in advancing the cause of civilization whether it
met with the general approval or not.19

One detects shades of the Franklinian voice here, but perhaps even
more evident is the Confucian sense of noblesse oblige, the moral duty
on the part of those who possess true breeding and cultivation (the
chun tzu elite) to instruct one's age.

In one sense, then, the life of Benjamin FranklinÂ—which is to say,
the pastiche of anecdotes, episodes, and aphorisms of which the Auto-
biography served as chief sourceÂ—became for some a model of pro-
gressive thinking and modern selfhood (kindaitekina jiga). But
Franklin's autobiographical self was also conspicuously public, and his
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popular image in Japan became cloaked in righteousness and civic
piety. It is the didactic Franklin, the Franklin of the Thirteen Moral
Precepts,20 the trusty workhorse of an exemplar saddled with the edifi-
cation of a generation of women and schoolchildren,21 whose figure
gains currency in the Meiji.

In order to appreciate the significance of Franklin's archconservative
transformation, we need to recall that an increasingly authoritarian
Meiji state employed Confucian moralism as a control mechanism,
much as the Tokugawa Shogunate had done in the prior period. Thus,
Western ideals, together with their exemplars, were given a Confucian
"twist" and made to conform to the new moral order, one in which
assertive individualism gives way to obedience and propriety. In this
sense Franklin, together with Fukuzawa, his Japanese counterpart,
may be likened to a modern-day chun tzu, the Confucian sage embody-
ing wisdom and righteousness but lacking human substance.22

As I have pointed out, Franklin the exemplar held a certain fascina-
tion both for Meiji writers and for society at large. But his autobiogra-
phy, as a literary narrative in its own right, appears not to have been at
all "influential," except perhaps in the case of Fukuzawa. The literary
mainstream would largely ignore the public self, the larger social and
political sphere, and instead explore that heretofore uncharted realm
which Kitamura TÃ¶koku (1868-1894), the great proponent of romanti-
cism, referred to as naibu seimei (the inner life).

In the 1890s, the "romantic decade," there was much talk of the
"inner life" among writers, students, Christian converts, Emerso-
nians. Openly defiant of what they regarded as a repressive society, a
number of Japan's most talented young authors set out in search of
individuality and authenticity, not merely in one's writing but in the
conduct of one's life as well.23 In an intellectual climate where self-
hood had come under such close scrutiny, one would expect more than
a passing interest in Western autobiography. If, as I have suggested,
the category represented by Franklin's public self-portrayal was to
prove essentially irrelevant to the task at hand, what of the masterpiece
of romantic autobiography, the Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau?

Rousseau, like Franklin, was introduced to the Japanese in the mid-
1860s. But unlike Franklin, who arrived, as it were, in a single pack-
age, there were several Rousseaus. First, there was the author of the
Social ContractÂ—libertarian philosopher, champion of democracy and
social reform. This Rousseau was introduced to Japan during the first
Meiji decade by Nakae ChÃ¶min (1847-1901), a key figure in the Peo-
ple's Rights Movement of the 1880s. ChÃ¶min had managed to learn
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French in Nagasaki as a youth. With the Restoration he travelled to
France, remaining for three years, and upon his return to Japan in
1874 he opened a French academy in Tokyo.24 ChÃ¶min had been pow-
erfully drawn to Rousseau's social and political philosophy, and his
academy consequently became a center for eighteenth-century French
enlightenment studies. The Rousseau of the Confessions, however,
receives no mention in his works or his curriculum, though he would
surely have known of it.25

As with Franklin, then, the public and intellectual Rousseau figured
in the development of Japan's political consciousness. But with the
exception of a handful of translated excerpts of the Confessions that
appeared in 1883, the private Rousseau remained unknown until the
1890s, when Western romantic literature of every description enjoyed
its heyday. The times would seem ideally suited to the introduction of
a work like the Confessions, and indeed between 1891 and 1892 an
abridged version appeared in serial translation. Appropriately enough,
this was the work of Mori Ã–gai, whose trilogy of short stories set in
Germany (1890-91) had all but inaugurated the romantic decade.

The point has often been made that Ã–gai had a greater impact as a
literary translator and stylist than as a writer of fiction. It is unclear
what drew him to Rousseau, or, for that matter, to the other authors he
was translating at roughly the same time: Kleist, Turgenev, Hacklan-
der, Daudet, Lermontov, Andersen. Be that as it may, Ogai's was the
only substantial Japanese version of the Confessions available during
the entire Meiji period.26 By way of comparison, approximately 150
stories by Maupassant appeared in translation during the fifteen-year
period between 1898 and 1912.27

By the 1890s the Rousseau work was widely known within the bun-
dan, but by no means widely read.28 Of those writers who make refer-
ence to the work, one in particular claims to have been truly inspired.
This was Shimazaki Toson (1872-1943). In an essay written in 1909,
Toson mentions having been lent an English edition of the Confessions
by a friend who had brought it back from the United States. The
writer was twenty-three at the time.

It was a time of much hardship and emotional turmoil in my life when
I chanced upon the Rousseau work. I read it with great interest, and as I
did, it was as though a "me" that I'd been totally unaware of had been
revealed. I'd enjoyed dabbling in foreign literature prior to that, but it
was Rousseau who truly opened my eyes. Since I was young and emo-
tionally immature, I didn't give the Confessions a very thorough reading.
But I still felt, however dimly, that I'd grasped the modern way of think-
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ing, that I'd come to view nature directly. And I came to know the path
that I must follow. Rousseau's account made a lasting impression on me,
and whenever I found myself fretful and anxious, it was to his book that
I would turn for strength. . . .

What I find particularly interesting about Rousseau is his never hav-
ing claimed to be a great man of letters, a philosopher, an educator. He
made his way in the world as a human being, not an authority on this or
that, and his life was never free of personal anguish. The father of free-
thinking man, Rousseau brought on revolutionary changes in the realms
of literature, education, and law. The very wellspring of the modern
age, he blazed a trail that would be followed by figures such as Tolstoy
and Kropotkin.

Here was an individual who refused to be bound by narrow specializa-
tion, who came to personify the idea of freedom, whether in his think-
ing, writing, or personal conduct. How one wishes that our nation's
youth would come to achieve such a heightened consciousness.

When one reads the Confessions, it is nothing at all like reading the
biography of a heroic figure. The work is an account of a man no differ-
ent than oneself, a frail, fallible individual who is subject to despair, to
losing heart. Of the great men in history, here is one most like an uncle,
a member of the family. There is nothing in his life of unapproachable
moral elevation. Wherever one turns to in the Confessions, one is able to
discover the self.29

Tbson's personal commentary needs to be seen in the context of the
contemporary literary scene, a time when periodicals were busily pub-
lishing a dazzling variety of autobiographical writing. Regardless of
one's formal hundan affiliation, writers found themselves asked to
reflect upon their early years, their literary likes and dislikes, their
daily routine. This phenomenon clearly has its roots in the rapid
expansion of literary journalism toward the end of the Meiji, but the
advocacy of rigorous introspection and frank disclosure is particularly
associated with writers of the so-called Naturalist movement, whose
brief heydayÂ—less than a decadeÂ—began in the wake of Japan's mili-
tary victory over Russia in 1905. Toson was a key figure in this literary
movement.

The rhetoric of Naturalism (shizenshugi) tended toward a curiously
prosaic confessionalismÂ—obligatory accounts of anguished youth
struggling to establish a literary career, searching for meaning in a
world of hardship and (what is worse still) unrelieved tedium. Thus,
Tbson's appropriation of Rousseau as an avatar of romantic self-
expression is much in keeping with the spirit of the age. Indeed, pay-
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ing homage to "influential" Western writers was virtually de rigueur
within the late-Meiji hundan. However, works of autobiography were
rarely cited. Rather, one comes across endless references to figures
such as Maupassant, Flaubert, Dostoevsky, and Ibsen.

Toson, too, expresses admiration for masterpieces of Western fiction
and drama, but confessional autobiography seemed to hold a particular
fascination for him. It is quite likely that Rousseau's example helped
pave the way for his celebrated confessional novel Hakai (Broken
Commandment, 1906), a work that ushered in the Naturalist decade.
Japanese critics are quick to accept the author's testimony to this
effect. Yet these same critics go on to mention the parallels between
Hakai and Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment, citing Tbson's ac-
count of having read the novel in English the very same year he read
Rousseau (1894).30 Others, pointing to the long list of works he was
known to have admired, widely conclude that trying to arrive at an
accurate calculus of influence is absurd.

Whatever its inspiration, Hakai breaks new ground. In its careful
examination of the psychic turmoil of Ushimatsu, the young teacher
who struggles with conflicting social and moral demands, Hakai can
be argued to contain the seeds of self-scrutiny in a manner reminis-
cent, at least, of Rousseau or Dostoevsky.

Tbson's impressive psychological characterization in Hakai was fol-
lowed by a series of autobiographical works, including one overtly con-
fessional novelÂ—Shinsei (New Life, 1918). Here, in a fictionalized
account of the author's scandalous affair with his niece, one might
expect even bolder Rousseauesque flourishes. However, this is any-
thing but the case. Compared to the dynamic self-assertiveness in the
Confessions, the voice of Tbson's protagonist in Shinsei is meek and
halfhearted.31

This curiously understated narrative voice is even more characteris-
tic of the great many kansÃ¶bun (personal reflections and vignettes) that
the author produced throughout his career. Notwithstanding the
youthful experience of "revelation" at the hands of Jean Jacques, then,
Toson went on to fashion a paradoxically self-effacing autobiographical
persona that seems the very antithesis of Rousseau.

In general, the evidence at hand indicates a rather marginal role for
the confessional Rousseau in molding the Meiji literary self.32 If any-
thing, the autobiography of Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921), the Russian
anarchist philosopher, exerted a more widespread influence within the
hundan. In an essay on Kropotkin, Toson remarks as follows:
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It was at a literary gathering when Nakazawa Rinzen insisted that I
read [Kropotkin's Memoirs of a Revolutionist], saying he thought it was
far superior to fiction. So I went to Maruzen and ordered a copy. I
finally got hold of it, and what little I've read has already moved me to
think about many things. As autobiography, I feel it may well be a wor-
thy successor to Rousseau's Confessions. . . .

I have a fondness for biography, collected letters, and the like. But
what most interests me is this sort of frank, candid autobiography.33

However, it is by no means the case that romantic confession was
somehow out of favor during the period, for as much as anything it
embodied the new individualism, the new concern for expressing the
"inner life." Fictionalized confession proved especially popular, the
prototype for which was Mori Ogai's celebrated "Maihime" (The
Dancing Girl, 1890), the first of his so-called "German Trilogy" of
romantic novellas. Ã–gai's debt to German literary models has been
thoroughly documented, but the author himself reserves his deepest
sense of admiration for one figureÂ—Goethe.34 And just as the young
Ã–gai achieved fame with a confessional romance, so had Goethe, at age
twenty-four, with his Sorrows of Young Werther (1774).

At the risk of disgressing, I would like to comment briefly on
Goethe's reception in Japan. He was unknown in Japan until 1871,
when the name came to light in the translation of John Stuart Mill's
On Liberty (a work, incidentally, from which the Japanese would glean
a good deal regarding the nature of Western individualism). But it was
not until 1884 that an original pieceÂ—a short storyÂ—was translated.
Then, in 1889, the dawn of the romantic decade, Werther appearedÂ—
rather, fragments of an 1802 English edition were translated into Japa-
nese.35

Incomplete or not, Goethe's epistolary record of romantic hypersen-
sitivity and sentimentality had much the same effect in Japan as it had
throughout Europe a century earlier. Wertherian romantic heroism
was much in vogue, with dress styles and suicides modelled after the
new hero, who was widely assumed (by Europeans no less than Japa-
nese) to have actually lived.36 In other words, for all of its rather obvi-
ous fictionalization, the work invited (one hesitates to say "com-
pelled") an autobiographical reading.

Werther, of course, stands in almost comic opposition to the sober,
civic-minded Franklin. One can hardly imagine a greater contrast than
that between the hard-as-nails pragmatism of Franklin's self-portrayal
and the emotional self-absorption of Goethe's love-stricken hero. In an
obvious sense, though, both characters are merely literary artifacts, fie-
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tional creations of their respective authors. Yet the narrÃ¢tological
theorizing that plays upon this self-evident (although by no means triv-
ial) proposition is rendered all but irrelevant, I would argue, in the
face of a reading which imputes an a priori facticity and veracity to a
given text.

In Japan, the character of Werther may well have ranked among the
better-known Western figures, at least judging from the fact that his
story, published in over sixty editions over the years, is among the
most popular works of "imported" literature. Ironically (or so it would
seem), the Werther craze of the 1890s was inspired by two incomplete
translations. A complete edition would not appear until 1904.37

Toson, much drawn to the "authenticity" of romantic confessional-
ism, wrote in 1895, the peak of Meiji romanticism, of his admiration
for Goethe's achievement in Werther. Somewhat later, though, he is
said to have remarked to a friend, the writer-translator Takebayashi
MusÃ¶an (1880-1962), "No more Goethe for me. Have you seen this?"
Whereupon, according to MusÃ¶an, he produced an English translation
ofMadameBovary.i8 It should be noted that Goethe's "actual" autobi-
ography, Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and Truth, 1811-22),
although known among members of the literary community, was virtu-
ally ignored. Given the romantic mood that prevailed, the preference
for Werther is hardly surprising.

Finally, the case of Henry David Thoreau (1817-62) bears consider-
ation. One might imagine that his Waiden (1854), with its woodsy set-
ting and zuihitsu-lÃ¯kt reflections on the human condition, would be the
most readily "translatable" of the major Western autobiographical
texts. True, Japanese students of American literature did discern in
Thoreau (or what little they knew of him) a "hermit-sage" type remi-
niscent of Kamo no ChÃ¶mei (1153-1216), whose HÃ¶jÃ¶ki (1212) had
long been the classic of such literature in Japan. But that was about as
far as things were to go. Long considered a lesser luminary within
Emerson's orbit, Thoreau remained in eclipse throughout the Meiji
period. The name first comes to light in 1892, in a book on American
literary history in which Waiden is mentioned in passing as a work of
no particular merit. Two years later, Kitamura Tbkoku, the driving
force behind the romanticist movement, merely touches upon Tho-
reau in his biography of Emerson.39

There is no evidence, however, that Waiden was actually read in
Japan until 1899, when Uchimura KanzÃ¶ received a copy of the book
sent to him by an American friend, then spent much of that summer
lost in a Thoreau-inspired reverie. The requisite journal piece would
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follow, in which Waiden is lavishly praised and its author ranked
among the immortals.40 Then, much in keeping with the serial monog-
amy practiced by the Tokyo literary crowd, Uchimura moved on to
someone newÂ—namely, Walt Whitman. In the meantime, Thoreau
reverted to anonymity until 1911, when Waiden was at long last
translated (though not in its entirety, I might add).41 Rendered as
Shinrin seikatsu (Life in the Forest), the Waiden translation would
become quite popular, eventually going through 46 printings by the
mid-1920s. But curiously little was known about Thoreau, and his
work appears to have meant little to a new generation of writersÂ—Aku-
tagawa, Tanizaki, and so forthÂ—whose tastes ran to Oscar Wilde, Poe,
and Baudelaire.

What, then, did Japanese writers glean from Western autobiographi-
cal literature during the Meiji period? Based on the evidence at hand, I
am led to the conclusion that Meiji writers essentially ignored Western
autobiography as literature (in much the same way, I might add, that
Japanese critics ignored, and for the most part continue to ignore,
autobiography as a literary genre). If the works I have discussed are
any indication, autobiography appeared late and in limited quantities,
and much of itÂ—the Franklin work is a case in pointÂ—was principally
employed as fuel for didactic biography. In other words, self-referen-
tiality, the art of self-portrayal, the autos which is the lifeblood of auto-
biography, somehow got lost. Or perhaps it was never "found" in the
first place, for even if we accept the assorted anecdotalia relating how
Japanese author X stumbled upon enlightenment at the feet of West-
ern author Y, one searches in vain for a Japanese autobiographical self
bearing the marks of the "influential" original. When Uchimura
KanzÃ¶ decided in 1895 to write an autobiography in the Western style,
he wrote it in English.42 Nor was Uchimura the only one to do so.
Thus, despite all the sound and fury that surrounded the new, West-
ern-inspired conception of selfhood, the absence of a literature embody-
ing this conception is both puzzling and ironic.

Public figures in JapanÂ—politicians, industrialists, scientistsÂ—have
written autobiographies in the Franklinian/Fukuzawa mode. Writers,
on the other hand, have rejected this sort of official self-recapitulation in
favor of narrative forms that essentially fuse the autobiographical, lyri-
cal, and fictional.43 Perhaps the most noteworthy byproduct of Meiji
romanticism and literary journalism is the so-called shishdsetsu ("I-
novel," personal fiction), a unique and often baffling genre (one uses the
term guardedly) of bundan-centtrta autobiographical fiction. Simply
put, the typical shishosetsu involves a strangely muted, often tedious
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exploration of an author's "inner states," a narrative, one might say, of
minor episodes and delicate sensitivity. Proponents, pointing to the lyri-
cal depth of such writing, have sought to cloak it in the mantle of pure
literature (junbungaku). Detractors have employed scatological meta-
phors. The question of its merits aside, shishÃ¶setsu has displaced the
more conventional autobiographical narrative among writers seeking an
appropriately "artistic" mode of self-representation.

Long the subject of heated critical debate in Japan, shishÃ¶setsu has
recently attracted attention among Western scholars. In his penetrat-
ing study of the genre, Edward Fowler suggests that here is the mother
lode of Japanese literary forms, a key to understanding the essence of
modern Japanese literature.44 Most peculiar, one might think, given
the marginal status of the form and its practitioners, most of whom are
unknown to contemporary readers. The insistent subjectivity, the fre-
quent ellipsis, the solipsistic attention to small detail and trivial event
Â—this sort of narrative is "meaningful" only in the context of an
extraordinary intimacy between writer and reader. And it is precisely
this closed, communal network of writers and readers that character-
ized the late-Meiji hundan.

My own "quest" for an emerging Japanese literary selfhood has led
me to the body of writing mentioned earlier in this essay, namely the
kansÃ¶bun. Brief reflections on one's youth; simple, unassuming
accounts of books read or places visited or the rain dripping on one's
verandaÂ—such personal writing, anything but Franklinian or Rous-
seauesque in its conception of self, enjoyed a remarkable popularity
among writers in the Meiji and TaishÃ¶ (1912-26) periods. I would
argue that this narrative form, with its ties to the great tradition of
meditative essay and the very modern institution of literary journal-
ism, became a privileged vehicle for self-expression both within the lit-
erary world and beyond. Ultimately, then, the Western literary autos,
whether in the public or private mode, proved incompatible with a
Japanese literary aesthetic that has survived to the present day.

Washington University in St. Louis
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