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Reading Hamlet Upside Down: The Shakespeare Criticism
of Natsume Sōseki

Todd Andrew Borlik*

Department of English, Bloomsburg University, 400 E. Second St., Bakeless Center,
Bloomsburg 17815, USA

In 1907 Natsume Sōseki resigned from Tokyo University, where he held a
prestigious professorship in English literature. This decision to abandon his career
as an Occidentalist scholar and instead write the novels that would make him the
greatest author and poster-child of Meiji Japan was, this paper suggests,
motivated in part by his frustrations with the English cult of Bardolatry. This
paper illustrates that Sōseki’s negative opinions of Shakespeare crystalized as a
result of his contact with W. J. Craig and Lafcadio Hearn. In particular, Sōseki
disputes Hearn’s dubious claims that Shakespeare’s literary genius is simulta-
neously universal and the result of inherited racial memory. To undercut this cant,
Sōseki audaciously attempts to criticize Shakespeare from a ‘‘Japanese point of
view’’. In doing so, he reveals how Shakespeare’s work reflects a European
weltanschauung, and that his rhetorically dense verse, larger-than-life protago-
nists, and supernatural flourishes grate against the contemporary vogue for
naturalism in literature. By insisting that an author’s reception is always
historically and culturally determined, Sōseki anticipates key aspects of post-
colonial theory. Standing Eurocentric hermeneutics on their head, he exposes
Shakespeare’s much-vaunted universality as a shibboleth.

Keywords: Shakespeare and Japan; Post-Colonial Criticism; Bardolatry; W. J.
Craig; Lafcadio Hearn; Hamlet; Macbeth

Even the works of Shakespeare might be more thoroughly appreciated if they were re-
examined from unorthodox positions. Someone, once in a while, should take a good
long look at Hamlet through his legs. Presented upside-down, the tragedy might earn
the bald remark: ‘‘Ye Gods, this play is bad.’’ How else, except by standing on their
heads, can the critics in our literary world make any progress?

�Natsume Sōseki, 1905�07 306

The essay that follows is an attempt to read Shakespeare upside down through

one’s legs. Or rather, it argues that Natsume Sōseki, widely esteemed as the greatest

novelist of Meiji Japan, accepted his own challenge and sought to read Shakespeare

from the ‘‘unorthodox’’ stance of someone in the Antipodes of Europe. In doing

so, he would advance a tacit argument*later espoused overtly in his celebrated

manifesto ‘‘My Individualism’’*that Japanese literary critics may have unique

perspectives on Shakespeare that may or may not always align with Eurocentric

appraisals. Summoning no small amount of gumption for a Japanese writer in the

*Email: tborlik@bloomu.edu

Shakespeare, 2013

Vol. 9, No. 4, 383�403, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17450918.2013.808694

# 2013 Todd Andrew Borlik

mailto:tborlik@bloomu.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17450918.2013.808694


early 1900s, Sōseki goes so far as to suggest that English critics have overestimated

Shakespeare’s greatness and that the Bard’s status as the epitome of literary genius is

by no means unassailable in saecula saeculorum. In the passage cited above from

Wagahai wa neko de aru [I Am a Cat], Sōseki’s uproarious satire on Meiji Japan and

its frenzied embrace of all things Western, the sardonic feline narrator gripes about

the inflated reputation of Hamlet. Five years later, Sōseki would publish an equally

biting critique of a Japanese production of Hamlet translated and staged by

Tsubouchi Shōyō (1911). Repeatedly throughout his writings, Sōseki underscores the

unnatural aspects of Shakespearean drama to Japanese audiences, deflating claims of

Shakespeare’s universality as a fallacy. In this essay, I will argue that Sōseki’s

critiques give vent to a long-simmering quarrel with his Shakespearean father figures,

W. J. Craig and Lafcadio Hearn. The former was Sōseki’s tutor during his study

abroad in London and the latter Sōseki’s predecessor as professor of English

literature at Tokyo University. Both were Irish (or in Hearn’s case, half-Irish), yet

revered the Saxon Shakespeare with an unabashed Bardolatry that Sōseki doubted

the Japanese could share. In particular, Sōseki disputes Hearn’s claims*inspired by

the dubious evolutionary psychology of Herbert Spencer*that Shakespeare’s

literary genius is simultaneously universal and the result of inherited racial memory.

Sōseki’s assaults on the cult of Shakespeare are all the more astonishing given

that they took place in the political context of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance (1902�
1922), in which Britain and Japan pledged to protect each other’s mutual territorial

interests in China and Korea (O’Brien). The alliance sparked a vogue for Japonisme

in the English Art Noveau movement and a corresponding wave of Anglophilia

swept through Japan. Sōseki, however, could not reciprocate. The year after the

treaty was ratified, he would return from his two-year, government-funded study

abroad in London, disenchanted with English culture. In addition to lashing out at

his country’s naı̈ve aping of the English, he also became alarmed by the jingoism and

imperialist aspirations of Japanese militarists that the alliance unleashed. Several of

his works*such as I Am A Cat, The Heredity of Taste, and Sanshiro*which criticize

Shakespeare also parody or decry the Japanese invasion of Manchuria.1 Some have

complained that Sōseki was not more outspokenly critical of the war; he even wrote a

neutral account of his visit to Japanese-occupied territories in mainland Asia (Yu

88�90). By and large, however, he seems to have regarded Japan’s scramble to acquire

an empire as another misguided attempt to imitate the British, a policy of cultural

mimicry that he militated against in his criticism and fiction by questioning

Shakespeare’s hegemony in the world of letters.

Regrettably, Sōseki’s criticisms of Shakespeare are, with the exception of a few

specialists in Meiji literature, more or less unknown outside of Japan. This essay

seeks to remedy that oversight by framing his critical writings as an audacious bid to

forge a distinctively Japanese strand of literary criticism that not only anticipates key

aspects of post-colonial theory but also would serve as a fingerpost for later inter-

cultural appropriations of Shakespeare in Japan.

***

To understand Sōseki’s testy comments about Shakespeare, it is imperative to

know something of his own life experiences as well as the early reception of

Shakespeare in Japan.2 As a precocious adolescent, Sōseki had at first intended to
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specialize in the Chinese classics. This would have been an unremarkable step for a

bookish Japanese youth prior to the Meiji Restoration of 1868. But after centuries of

geographical isolation compounded by the closed-border policy of the Tokugawa

Shogunate, Meiji Japan had opened its ports and its collective mind to Western

influence. The intellectuals in Sōseki’s generation were hastily attempting to digest

over two millennia of Western civilization in just three decades. So Sōseki’s initial

decision to turn his back on the contemporary mania for the West and pursue old-
fashioned studies in the Chinese classics betrays his somewhat contrarian character.

Although he would ultimately overcome his scruples and switch his specialty to

English literature, Sōseki maintained a fierce ambivalence toward the West. This

ambivalence finds an outlet in many of his commentaries on Shakespeare and would

become the defining impetus of Sōseki’s fiction. Indeed, Sōseki’s eventual decision to

resign his prestigious professorship of English at Tokyo University and devote

himself full-time to writing the novels credited for forging modern Japanese literature

can be seen as the logical culmination of his critical quarrels with Western culture

and its apotheosis of Shakespeare.

Yet the transition from scholar to author was by no means a seamless one. As the

epigraph taken from I Am a Cat suggests, portions of Sōseki’s novels often read like

literary criticism masquerading as fiction.3 In his ‘‘haiku novel’’ Kusamakura [Grass

Pillow], Sōseki again questions the exalted status of Hamlet in world literature,

judging the aesthetic response it evokes as inferior to that of Chinese lyric poetry

(1906a 10). This must be considered a loaded statement from a writer whose country
had recently forged an alliance with England and invaded China. Ironically, the very

thing that would potentially make Shakespeare so appealing to Meiji intellectuals,

the fact he lived through an epoch of tremendous cultural upheaval and channeled it

into his art, is precisely what Sōseki finds off-putting. Since his works arrived in

Japan alongside Dickens and Tennyson, Shakespeare seemed as much Victorian as

Elizabethan. Rather than transport Sōseki into a realm of timeless beauty,

Shakespeare smacks of the frantic modern world ‘‘of steamships and trains’’

(1906a 10). The narrator of Kusamakura tries to escape from Western modernity,

taking a journey to a hot-spring resort in the interior of Japan, a retreat that mirrors

the author’s own daring experiment to pen a novel based not on Western exemplars

but on Japanese Noh drama and the haiku travelogue of the famed Japanese poet

Bashō. Yet his retreat proves far from secure. His thoughts continue to be dogged by

Western writers: Percy Shelley, Oscar Wilde, Gotthold Lessing, William Wordsworth,

Algernon Swinburne, Laurence Sterne, Henrik Ibsen, George Meredith, and,

inevitably, William Shakespeare. It soon becomes apparent that Sōseki, despite

having sniffed at Hamlet in the novel’s opening chapter, modeled his Japanese

heroine on Ophelia. The correspondence is hardly subtle: she suffers disappointment
in love, is crazed by grief, and is compared to another woman in the village who

drowned herself. When the narrator first tries to picture her, ‘‘the face of Ophelia in

Millais’s painting springs unbidden’’ to his mind, peering out beneath the traditional

high-chignon hairstyle worn by Japanese teenage girls (1906a 22). Later on, the

painter-narrator considers attempting his own version of this pre-Raphaelite

masterpiece, but soon concludes he cannot simply copy the original: ‘‘Millais’s

Ophelia may be successful on its own terms, but I suspect that his spirit and mine

inhabit different realms. Millais is Millais, I am me, and I feel the urge to try painting

an elegant picture of a drowned corpse after my own fancy’’ (1906a 78). But rather

Shakespeare 385



than dash off a picture, Sōseki’s narrator rewrites Gertude’s eulogy to the drowned

Ophelia as a Japanese tanka (a traditional 31-syllable poem).4 One suspects the real

quarry here is not Millais but Shakespeare. Certainly, one could substitute

Shakespeare for Millais in the passage cited above and have a good sense of Sōseki’s

conflicted relationship with the Bard: Shakespeare is Shakespeare, I am me, etc.

A similar moment occurs in Sōseki’s Tower of London, a peculiar work that blends

travelogue with vignettes of historical fiction. Several scenes*including the death of

the Princes in the Tower, the anguish of their mother, and the remorse of the

assassins*show an unmistakable debt to Richard III, which Sōseki himself acknowl-

edges (1906c 114). But Sōseki also takes pains to disclaim the tale’s Shakespearean

pedigree and insists on the originality of his telling: ‘‘the contents of the conversation

and surrounding scenery have, of course, been worked out from my imagination and

have no connection whatsoever with Shakespeare’’ (1906c 114). Doth the author

protest too much? Perhaps. But the Princes’ death-scene also performs a tacit critique

of Shakespeare for failing to stage what Sōseki deems to be the most moving incident

in the entire drama of Richard III: the murder of the children.5 In in its attempt to

creatively embellish on Shakespeare, The Tower of London marks a decisive step in

Sōseki’s journey from Occidentalist scholar to Japanese author.

After devoting much of his youth to mastering the English language and

conducting an exhaustive study of British literature, Sōseki came to the bold

conclusion that Japanese critics and writers could not slavishly imitate their Western

counter-parts. Shakespeare may be the greatest dramatist to the English, but the

Japanese need not concur. If Japanese playwrights were to write in effusive

pentameter and pepper their verse with allusions to Greco-Roman gods or the Bible

the result could only be an awkward travesty. Even performances of Shakespeare in

Japanese, he believed, would be marred by these same flaws. To be clear, Sōseki was

no reactionary. He knew that Japan could not return to the closed-border policy of

the Shogunate. Nor does he deny Shakespeare’s poetic artistry. He simply questions

whether his rhetorically dense verse, larger-than-life protagonists, and English

Weltanschauung can serve as the international gold standard to which Japanese

writers must aspire. Sōseki’s critiques of Shakespeare thus reflect a much deeper

animus against Western literary criticism in general and, in particular, those critics

with whom Sōseki came into contact, and whose writings enshrined Shakespeare’s

genius as both universal and at the same time distinctively English.

***

Sōseki’s recollections of his foreign Shakespeare professors are, to put it mildly,

far from tender. While at Tokyo Imperial University in the early 1890s, Sōseki

studied English literature with a Scotsman by the name of James Main Dixon.

According to Sōseki, Professor Dixon was not the most genial or inspiring lecturer.

He would pounce on students for omitting grammatical articles (which don’t exist in

Japanese) or for mispronouncing English words. His lesson plans, meanwhile,

consisted of drilling students in the rote memorization of famous poems and

important facts from English literary history: the year of Wordsworth’s birth, the

publication dates for the Shakespeare Folios, etc. Years later Sōseki would express his

frustration with Dixon’s pedagogy: ‘‘Can this be English literature? Is this any way to

instill an understanding of what literature is, English or otherwise?’’ (1914a 248).
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Upon graduation, Sōseki would wonder (by no means the last to do so) if his degree

had been worth the energy and money invested in it. After a brief stint teaching at

provincial primary schools in Matsuyama and Kumamoto (the inspiration for his

comic novel Botchan), Sōseki was nominated to study abroad in England on a very

modest stipend from the Ministry of Education. Begrudgingly, Sōseki agreed. He

would later refer to his two years in London as one of the unhappiest periods of his

life. Painfully self-conscious about his short stature and non-Caucasian skin-tone*
in one letter home he describes himself as feeling like a ‘‘strangely complexioned Tom

Thumb’’ (1901 61)*he moved from boarding-house to boarding-house, where he

spent much of the time in his room reading. Nevertheless, the experience had a

profound and long-lasting impact on his development as a cultural critic and author.

From his encounters with penny-pinching landladies and tradesmen, Sōseki came to

view the English people as bumptious, materialistic, and small-minded; they knew

nothing about Japan yet he knew more about England than the average Englishman

(Keene 310�11). Daringly, Sōseki would hint that the same held true when it came to

Shakespeare: the English, oblivious of Shakespeare’s parochialism, had grossly

overestimated his genius. It was also during his London sojourn that Sōseki

conceived his ambitious plan to pioneer a scientific and inter-disciplinary approach

to literary criticism unlike anything practised in either Japan or England at that time.

This plan (as well as his low opinions of both Shakespeare and the English)

crystalized, I will argue, as a direct result of Sōseki’s contact with the Irish

Shakespearean scholar W. J. Craig.

From November 1900 to October 1901, Sōseki attended weekly private tutorials

with Craig at Craig’s flat at 55a Gloucester Place in London. At the time, Craig was

regarded as one of the eminent Shakespeareans of the age. He had served as the

principal editor of the first Oxford Shakespeare (published in 1894) and, while

mentoring Soseki, was overseeing the first Arden Shakespeare series.

Years later, Sōseki would pen an amusing caricature of Craig as a tight-fisted,

obstreperous, and scatter-brained eccentric:

We had agreed on a weekly tutorial fee of seven shillings and that I would pay the
cumulative amount monthly. But there were occasions when the professor would
unexpectedly press me for payment, claming to be in need of money. . . . . ‘Sorry to
trouble you,’ he’d say, taking possession of the payment with that limp hand, which he
would hold up just long enough to inspect the coin before putting it in his pocket. It
galled me that Craig would never give me back any change. And whenever I’d try to
adjust the next month’s tuition accordingly, he’d be at it again, mentioning some books
he just had to buy.

Professor Craig was Irish, which may account for the extreme difficulty I had in
understanding him. The situation would truly get out of hand when he’d become
agitated, at which point he’d become totally incomprehensible. . . .And given his
propensity for confused and erratic displays, I had little recourse when he’d get carried
away, but to trust in providence and appear to be paying attention to him, training my
eyes on his face. Nor was this any run-of-the-mill face . . . . Craig had an unkempt,
rusticated look about him. His beard was a sorry sight, a chaotic mess of black and grey
hairs. . . .During our tutorial, he had the habit of tapping on his knees or rubbing his
thighs as he conducted the lesson.

As for the lesson itself, one never knew what to expect. Craig would simply take me
wherever he wished to go, and never back to where we’d started. He would jump from
subject to subject in wild disarray. . . . In a sense, the tutorial amounted to little more
than gibberish. (Marcus 157�58)
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The portrait continues in the same vein of gentle mockery for another four pages.

Sōseki characterizes Craig as cold and ‘‘remarkably distant’’ toward him*a far cry

from the customarily affectionate bond between a Japanese sensei and his pupil.

Craig comes across as a pedant, whose sole passion is compiling an enormous

Shakespearean dictionary. The work remained unfinished at the time of Craig’s death

and was never published due to the fact that, as Sōseki reports, Craig’s horrific

penmanship was illegible to anyone but himself. In the midst of the tutorials Craig
would recite, while swaying back and forth, snatches of poetry ‘‘for his own

enjoyment rather than [Sōseki’s] edification’’ (158). Furthermore, Craig was

‘‘incorrigibly absent-minded’’; Sōseki recounts an incident in which the professor

badgered his housekeeper to find his mislaid edition of Wordsworth, and after the

frantic woman finally fished it out for him from his tottering bookshelves Craig just

drummed his fingers on the leather cover, completely forgetting to open it! This

happened, Sōseki hints, more than once.6 In a more charitable tone, he admits that

Craig was a great scholar.7 Yet Sōseki had already at this point resolved to go beyond

merely snatching the ‘‘table scraps’’ from Western critics. As one commentator

remarks, ‘‘notwithstanding the somewhat grudging affection he expresses for the

unkempt Irish scholar, Sōseki stops short of expressing either admiration or

intellectual indebtedness’’ (Marcus 162).

Yet Sōseki was, I would argue, indebted to Craig, albeit in a somewhat negative

fashion. While he characterizes Craig’s lectures as mere breezy chatter that, even

discounting the professor’s Irish brogue, amounted to ‘‘gibberish’’, it was precisely
this lack of structure that most deeply impacted Sōseki’s own attitudes toward

literary criticism. The essay on Craig, then, is more than just a poor teaching

evaluation. It bespeaks Sōseki’s dissatisfaction with the nebulous state of the

discipline in the era before I.A. Richards. Arguably, his plan (which he hatched while

in London under Craig’s tutelage) to develop a systematic and scientific approach to

literary studies can be construed in large part as a backlash against the ‘‘erratic’’ style

of his Shakespearean mentor.8

In the process of questioning the state of the discipline of English Studies, Sōseki

inevitably questions Shakespeare’s central place in it*a cornerstone that Craig had

helped cement in place. Thanks to his editorial ministrations, Craig must have

appeared to his pupil as one of the high priests of the cult of Shakespeare. This was a

faith that Sōseki came to believe could not flourish in Japan as it had in Craig’s

native Ireland. His caricature of his pedantic Shakespearean mentor amounts in

effect to an ad hominem attack on Bardolatry itself. As Sōseki recognized,

Shakespeare’s apotheosis was contingent upon Western notions of the Author. It is

this post-Romantic conception of the Author, or Author Function (to use the
Foucauldian term), that Sōseki contests and, at the same time, agonizingly

appropriates. This conflict galvanizes so much of his criticism and fiction and is

what makes Sōseki so representative of the Meiji zeitgeist. Even while attending

tutorials with Craig, Sōseki’s letters home from London betray his mixed feelings

about the veneration of Shakespeare and literary figures in general. When another

Japanese lodger at Sōseki’s boarding house decides to take a trip to Stratford-Upon-

Avon during the Easter holiday, Sōseki stays behind. Upon his return, the lodger*a

man by the name of Tanaka Kotaro, who was in London studying business*proudly

presents Sōseki with a rubbing of Shakespeare’s gravestone and a plaster-bust of the

Bard. Yet Sōseki does not express any appreciation for the gift; he only chuckles to
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himself when Tanaka asks if the epitaph is in Latin (1901 57). He did accompany

Tanaka to a performance of Twelfth Night starring Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree as

Malvolio. Yet in a letter published in the Japanese literary journal The Cuckoo Sōseki

offers only a laconic remark: ‘‘It was infinitely more interesting than reading

the play’’ (1901 58). This is hardly the review one would expect from the greatest

Meiji-era expert on English literature. Although it is unclear if Sōseki made the trek

to Stratford, he did pen a ruminative account of his visit to home of Thomas Carlyle,

which had been converted into a museum/shrine. As Sōseki was no doubt aware, the

author of Hero and Hero Worship was one of the great apostles of Victorian

Bardolatry.

Of this Shakespeare of ours, perhaps the opinion one sometimes hears a little
idolatrously expressed is, in fact, the right one; I think the best judgment not of this
country only, but of Europe at large, is slowly pointing to the conclusion, that
Shakespeare is the chief of all Poets hitherto; the greatest intellect who, in our recorded
world, has left record of himself in the way of Literature. On the whole, I know not such
a power of vision, such a faculty of thought, if we take all the characters of it, in any
other man. Such a calmness of depth; placid joyous strength; all things imaged in that
great soul of his so true and clear, as in a tranquil unfathomable sea. (121)

Throughout his oeuvre, Sōseki voices concern over the indiscriminate acceptance of

such cant by his Japanese contemporaries. In the words of one Japanese scholar,

‘‘nobody was more critical of the superficial worship of Western culture in Meiji

Japan than Sōseki was’’ (Yamanouchi 40). So it would have irked Sōseki to hear

Carlyle blithely proclaim Shakespeare’s universal genius (confirmed by ‘‘Europe at

large’’) without a thought of consulting the opinion of Asian scholars. Yet Sōseki’s

‘‘The Carlyle Museum’’ exacts a modest revenge, treating its subject with the same

mixture of regard and bemused contempt found in his portrait of Craig. The essay, in

effect, undercuts Carlyle’s cult of hero worship (not to mention the idea of creating

museums to immortalize dead authors) by declaring, ‘‘humans are better off being

left as ordinary humans’’ (1906d 117). Sōseki must have felt the same way every time

he glanced with mild irritation at his bust of Shakespeare.9 His tutorials with Craig

did not dispose him to change his mind.

***

But W. J. Craig was not the only Shakespearean critic from the West with whom

Sōseki rubbed shoulders. Shortly after his return to Japan in January 1903, he

succeeded Lafcadio Hearn as Professor of English Literature at Tokyo Imperial

University*making him the first Japanese-born scholar to hold the post. The

symbolism of this torch-passing was not lost on Sōseki. The ideological thrust of

Sōseki’s Shakespeare lectures, I would argue, only becomes apparent when they are

framed as a running debate with his illustrious predecessor, who*as this essay will

unfold*theorized that Shakespeare’s peerless genius derived from his Anglo-Saxon

ancestry.

In 1899, the year before Sōseki’s departure for England, Lafcadio Hearn*or

Koizumi Yakumo, as he then preferred to be known*delivered a series of lectures on

Shakespeare at Tokyo Imperial University. While Sōseki appears to have been in

Kumamoto at the time and so probably did not attend the talks in person (Gessel
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38), his writings indicate he was aware of them and their exaltation of Shakespeare.

Despite Hearn’s lingering notoriety as a purveyor of Japanese ghost stories and

exotica, his Shakespeare lectures (like those of Sōseki) are not well known among

Shakespeareans outside of Japan.10 Their neglect is probably due to two reasons.

First, the content is largely derivative, rehashing commonplaces of Victorian

scholarship laid down by the likes of Sidney Lee, Edwin Abbot, and Edward

Dowden, much of which Hearn absorbed secondhand via George Saintsbury and the

German scholar Bernhard A. Konrad Ten Brink. By the time Hearn’s lectures were

finally published nearly three decades later, many of his observations would have

been long outdated. Secondly, Hearn peppers his commentary with frequent

rhapsodies on Shakespeare’s genius, committing many of the worst excesses of

nineteenth-century Bardolatry. Yet Hearn does advance one theory about Shake-

speare in his opening lecture that is, I believe, remarkably original. As he endeavors

to explain the Bard’s unparalleled reputation in the West to his Japanese audience,

Hearn conjectures that the poet’s psychological acuity, his capacity to conjure such

life-like characters springs from Shakespeare’s ‘‘organic memory’’ (1899 8).

Shakespeare’s greatness, he insists, is not that of a single human intellect, but of

the accumulated wisdom of generations of his ancestors. Persons of genius, according

to Hearn, simply possess the faculty of tapping this ‘‘organic memory’’ more readily

than ordinary mortals. Chief among them stands Shakespeare: ‘‘Shakespeare makes

us imagine a personality in whom hundreds and hundreds of different individuals are

revived. It is as if he could remember having been hundreds of different persons, both

men and women; and had set down these experiences, not as imagination, but as

veritable memory’’ (1899 10). Hearn clarifies that this ‘‘organic memory’’ does not

function in the same way as ordinary memory, but operates on a subconscious level.

Nevertheless, the implications of this theory remain all too clear: Shakespeare’s

literary genius results from his Anglo-Saxon heritage. In essence, Hearn had wrapped

in his delectably purple prose the now stale chestnut so bitter to post-colonial critics:

that Shakespeare’s greatness is an index of the greatness of the English race.

Hearn articulates the racial underpinnings of this theory even more explicitly in

an 1895 letter to the renowned Orientalist Basil Chamberlain,

It is only when an impression has been repeated times innumerable that it becomes
transmissible*that it affects cerebral structure so as to become organic memory . . . .
The impulses of the dead are either used or neglected. The more used, the more active
their potentialities, and the more apt they are to increase by transmission. But their
vitality is racial. (2: 238�39 italics added)

Hearn’s theory of ‘‘organic memory’’ was the brainchild of the British philosopher

Herbert Spencer. Remembered today, when at all, for having coined the phrase

‘‘survival of the fittest’’, Spencer was one of the most influential thinkers of the

nineteenth century. Hearn regarded him as a modern sage and considered his

discovery of Spencer’s sociological approach to religion one of the turning points of

his intellectual life (Cott 166�67). In this respect at least Hearn was not unique. In

Sōseki’s day, Spencer enjoyed a surprising vogue among Meiji intellectuals, who

invoked ‘‘his principles of sociology . . . to interpret all social phenomena’’ (Miyake

2:230; Boroughs, Ueda, Murphy 18). Spencer’s 1855 text The Principles of

Psychology could be said to have invented the discipline of evolutionary psychology.
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Unfortunately for Spencer, it appeared four years before the Origin of Species. Thus

Spencer based his arguments on Lamarckian theories of use-inheritance rather than

Darwinian notions of mutation and natural selection. In addition to Lamarck,

Spencer also drew on the pseudo-science of phrenology to advance some dubious

hypotheses about the evolution of racial difference. Hearn, to be fair, was no racist.

But as the child of an Irish father and Greek mother, Hearn was acutely conscious

of contemporary beliefs that ethnic temperament was passed down through the

generations. When he was shipped off to school in England, the fiery Hearn was

often told that he had inherited his mother’s passionate Greek nature, a put-down

that Hearn would embrace by rejecting his given Irish name Patrick and adopting

instead an Anglicized spelling of his native Greek island (Lefkada) as his first name.

Hearn sometimes credited his keen sympathy for Japanese culture and its animistic

sensibility to a latent pagan disposition in his Greek blood. So organic memory is

not an exclusive property of the English. In fact, Hearn would appeal to the same

theory of racial memory to explain the self-effacing craftsmanship of Japanese

artisans:

Every artist is a ghostly worker. Not by years of groping and sacrifice does he find his
highest expression; the sacrificial past is within him; his art is an inheritance; his fingers
are guided by the dead in the delineation of a flying bird, of the vapors of mountains, of
the colors of morning and evening, of the shape of branches and the spring burst of
flowers: generations of skilled workmen have given him their cunning, and revive in the
wonder of his drawing. What was conscious effort in the beginning becomes
unconscious in later centuries*becomes almost automatic in the living man*becomes
the art instinctive. (1894 25)

In an effort to account for Shakespeare’s genius to a Japanese audience, Hearn would

resurrect a theory he first articulated to help Westerners comprehend the

consummate skill of the woodblock artists Hokusai and Hiroshige! As one Hearn

scholar observes, ‘‘Hearn appreciated Shakespeare in the collective ways he tended to

reserve for Eastern artistic traditions’’ (Dawson 55). At the same time, however,

Hearn insinuates that Shakespeare’s virtues as a literary artist derive from his Anglo-

Saxon heritage. Two years after his Shakespeare lectures, Hearn would again cite the

principle of ‘‘organic memory’’ to explain how a cricket born in a cage learns to sing:

‘‘He sings the song of his race as it was sung a myriad years ago. It is a song of organic

memory*deep, dim memory of other quintillions of lives’’ (1902 254 italics mine). In

this context, Hearn uses the word race as synonymous with species. But for a foreign

professor at a Japanese university to make similar remarks that Shakespeare’s poetry

(the human equivalent of cricket-song) represents ‘‘a shadowing of race experience’’

(1902 254) is an incredibly freighted statement. It is a statement that Sōseki would

find disturbing, not in its premise, but in the conclusion Hearn draws from it: that

the song of Shakespeare’s race is the universal song of all humanity. How can

literature reflect race experience and at the same time transmit universal values?

Much of Sōseki’s literary criticism, and in particular his comments on

Shakespeare, consists of an obsessive attempt to unravel this paradox. To this day

Sōseki scholars continue to dispute whether he believed literature to be universal or

an expression of national character (Bourdaghs, Ueda, and Murphy 30�35). While

revisionist scholars Takano Mikio and and Karatani Kojin have boldly argued the

former, Sōseki’s quarrel with Hearn’s Shakespeare lectures supports the latter. Rather
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than confirm Shakespeare’s transcendent genius, Shakespeare’s unflagging popular-

ity in England only confirms a degree of consistency in English literary tastes. Like

his fictional cat that imagines reading Hamlet upside down through one’s legs, Sōseki

sought to analyze Shakespeare from a ‘‘Japanese point of view’’ (nihonjin no tachiba).

As arguably the leading expert on English literature in Meiji Japan, Sōseki wielded

his authority to assert that the Japanese response to Shakespeare cannot simply

accept the word of Western critics (even that of his respected predecessor) on

blind faith. Instead he insisted on his right to evaluate Shakespeare by Japanese

standards rather than evaluate Japanese literature by the standard of Shakespeare.

Standing Eurocentric hermeneutics on their head, Sōseki’s criticism thus anticipates

post-colonial theory by exposing Shakespeare’s universality as a shibboleth.

One might assume that Sōseki would direct his counter-offensive against Hearn’s

Lamarckian anthropology. But oddly enough, Sōseki shared some of the admiration

for Spencer common among Meiji intellectuals. He mentions him by name in The

Heredity of Taste, which cleverly seeks to reconcile*in Spencerian fashion*the

Buddhist doctrine of karma with Mendel’s revelations about genetics (1906b 184).

The title of this novella could just as easily serve for one of Sōseki’s critical works.

Not coincidentally, this story contains a lengthy digression on Macbeth, which Sōseki

invokes to illustrate his own innovative theories on the phenomenology of reading.11

Anticipating what we now call cognitive poetics, Sōseki argues that the prevailing

atmosphere of a text colors one’s perception of particular scenes and episodes. In his

Theory of Literature Sōseki would expand upon this idea of a reader’s ‘‘waveform

model of consciousness’’ (1907a 55) and apply it to the evolution of literary taste in

society. Just as a reader’s cognitive experience of one sentence bleeds into the next, so,

too, one’s cultural and*as Spencer would contend*biological heritage must affect a

reader’s interpretation of a literary text. In the novel often considered Sōseki’s

masterwork, Kokoro, the main character, known as Sensei, indulges in similarly

Spencerian musings: ‘‘there was deeply rooted in my system a core of superstition

bequeathed to me by my ancestors. I think that it is there still’’ (1914b 139). So

Sōseki was not bothered by the mystical notion of ancestral influence. In fact, with

his characteristic tendency to reinterpret Western culture as offering belabored

articulations of truths long ago intuited by Eastern thinkers, he appears to have

regarded ‘‘organic memory’’ as a scientific spin on Buddhist beliefs in reincarnation.

What he finds objectionable is that, while supplying a racial etiology for

Shakespeare’s genius, Hearn just as insistently pronounces Shakespeare to be the

universal artist par excellence. Carl Dawson remarks on the obvious ethnocentric

bias in such a claim: ‘‘Hearn holds up to his Japanese students a kind of racial ideal,

embodied in Shakespeare and inimitable for other ethnic groups, Japanese included’’

(120). Sōseki voices his grievances with Hearn’s sleight of hand most audibly in his

essay ‘‘My Indvidualism.’’ In a famous passage, Sōseki tries to fathom why his

opinions about literary value diverge from English scholars. To phrase this more

bluntly, Sōseki is confessing his failure to find Shakespeare as spellbinding as the

English do:

Whence, indeed, did this clash arise? From differences in habits? Mores? Customs?
Surely if you traced it back far enough national character was the source. But the
average scholar, confounding literature with science, mistakenly concludes that what
pleases country A must of necessity win the admiration of country B. (1914a 250).
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While Sōseki diplomatically avoids naming any names, the ‘‘average scholar’’ he

rebukes here bears a striking resemblance to his predecessor Lafcadio Hearn.

Hearn’s criticism, as we have seen, invokes national character and racial memory as

sources of Shakespeare’s greatness. At the same time and without any sense of

dissonance, Hearn praises the ‘‘universality of Shakespeare’s characters,’’ observing

that ‘‘the human heart beats very much in the same way in all countries’’ (1899 37).

As for cultural differences regarding things such as gender roles and sexual mores,

Hearn brushes them aside as superficial.

There is a common universal truth of human nature in Shakespeare’s characters, which
is independent of custom and country, and is therefore quite as much Japanese as it is
English. . . .Should Japanese society so change its structure within another hundred
years as to resemble the great Western societies, Shakespeare’s plays will then seem to a
Japanese audience quite as natural as a Japanese play does to any Tokyo audience of the
present time. (1899 39�40)

Subscribing to contemporary notions of social evolution, Hearn prophetically

envisions a Westernized Japan in which cultural barriers to the appreciation of

Shakespeare have all been eroded.

It is easy to understand why Hearn’s remarks on Shakespeare’s genius as both

racially derived and universally appealing would rankle someone like Sōseki. In his

literary criticism, Sōseki executes a withering assault on Hearn’s Shakespeare

lectures, debunking the idea of a ‘‘universality of taste’’ as a ‘‘fundamental fallacy’’

(1909 234). In contrast to Hearn’s view of literary genius as transcendental and

timeless, Sōseki posits in his Theory of Literature that socio-political and historical

forces shape and re-shape the intellectual preoccupations of a particular culture. An

author’s reception is, therefore, always historically determined. To cite just one of

Sōseki’s examples: while the eighteenth-century regarded Alexander Pope as the

pinnacle of literary elegance, his reputation has since declined precipitously (1909

236). A key catalyst for Sōseki’s thinking in this regard was Hippolyte Taine’s

sociological approach to literature as reflecting aspects not only of the author’s race

but also of his or her ‘‘milieu and moment.’’12 Great art must spring from more than

mere whimsy. Neither mere eloquence nor imagination suffices. An artist can only

earn recognition by encapsulating the defining features or concerns of his or her

particular culture, time, and place. Not even Shakespeare is exempted.

Let’s say hypothetically that there was a man in that [early Meiji] period who surpassed
Shakespeare in expressive power; still, this period-level F [Sōseki’s term for the
intellectual preoccupations of the zeitgeist] would have no room to accommodate such
a person. Even if a second Matthew Arnold were to appear to elucidate the principles of
‘‘Sweetness and Light’’, he would probably be unable to move any of his listeners. The
consciousness of the age would not allow for this. . . .Not even a great sage or genius can
defy the force of an age [ikioi]. (1907a 57)

To his credit, Sōseki was not tone-deaf to Shakespeare’s ‘‘expressive power’’. In his

Philosophical Foundation of the Literary Arts, for instance, he seizes on the

memorable line from 2 Henry IV * ‘‘Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown’’*
and deftly contrasts it with a similar passage from Defoe to illustrate the distinctions

between poetry and prose (1907b 200�04). But, as Sōseki reminds his readers, no one
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(not even English kings) actually talks like this in ordinary life. In his close readings

of the Bard’s poetic flourishes, Sōseki highlights the features of Shakespearean

drama that grate against the current vogue for ‘‘naturalism’’ in both the novel and

in the theatre.

Sōseki is even more openly critical of Shakespeare’s characters. Again, his

comments sound like a covert refutation of Hearn’s. As some of the passages cited

above illustrate, Hearn treats Shakespeare’s characters as universal types. At the

same time he also hails them as compellingly real creations. In this regard, Hearn’s

Tokyo lectures resemble the contemporaneous Oxford lectures of A.C. Bradley, who

pries into the unspoken motives of Shakespeare’s characters as if they were actual

people. A great work of fiction, Hearn contends, often features only one or two fully

realized and credible characters. Now, Hearn cajoles his audience, imagine a writer

with the god-like ability to fashion ‘‘500 different personalities and caus[e] them to

move, act, feel, speak, think exactly as real people would do under the same

conditions’’ (1899 14). Such a one was Shakespeare, and we shall not look upon his

like again. To Sōseki, this must have sounded like fulsome hyperbole. In his

impatience with such cant Sōseki resembles Herman Melville who complained, ‘‘the

absolute and unconditional adoration of Shakespeare has grown to be a part of our

Anglo-Saxon superstitions’’ (245). When Sōseki assumed Hearn’s post as Professor

of English at Tokyo University, he would flatly contradict the teachings of his

predecessor on this point.

I haven’t yet encountered anyone like these characters from Hamlet. And a woman like
the beautiful Portia*who not only dons a barrister’s robes to pass herself off as a man
but, without memorizing a single letter of the law, demolishes an obstinate Jewish man’s
case in court*I have not seen even in dreams. The cruel and unfilial daughters of Lear,
the treacherous and perverse Iago*these all lie outside the realm of common sense and
are never to be discovered in the people we know. . . . . Insofar as people and situations
this unusual might appear around us once in a hundred years, to the extent that one
would be excused from wondering if they don’t come from another planet, it is difficult
to avoid the charge that this is unnatural. (105)

Whereas Hearn lavishes praises on Shakespeare’s psychological realism, Sōseki calls

the humanity of Shakespeare’s overdrawn protagonists into question.

It is worth observing that Sōseki was particularly critical of Hamlet, the play

often touted as Shakespeare’s crowning achievement. Sōseki perceived that cultural

differences render the tragedy far less enthralling to a Japanese audience. Hamlet’s

charisma derives from a Protestant interiority foreign to the Buddhist and Confucian

sensibility of Japan. The Japanese can find Hamlet’s fulminations against his

mother’s ‘‘damned incest’’ puzzling since a widow marrying her brother-in-law was

not considered taboo. Likewise, the Japanese do not regard suicide as a mortal sin

but as an honorable act in the face of irredeemable social disgrace; as a result, the

‘‘To be or not to be’’ soliloquy can sound a tad maudlin. While Kabuki does feature

revenge plots, the avenger pursues his sacred vendetta unperturbed by Christian

prohibitions (Bradshaw and Ashizu). Sōseki makes a similar observation when he

attempts a reading of Hamlet’s ‘‘Now might I do it pat’’ speech from a ‘‘Japanese

point of view.’’ After remarking that Dr. Johnson had judged it ‘‘too horrible’’ for

performance, Sōseki offers a dissenting opinion: ‘‘We Japanese do not find the speech

so horrible, either because 1) we do not have a strong sense of ‘‘damnation’’, or 2) we
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have a strong passion for revenge, or for both these reasons’’ (qtd. from Bradshaw

and Ashizu 356). The mirror Shakespeare holds up to nature is an English one.13 In

his 1908 novel Sanshiro, the eponymous protagonist (a stand-in for the author)

attends a University production of Hamlet in Japanese and is decidely unimpressed.

Although the actor playing Hamlet has an exciting nimbleness, it smacks of the

hectic pace of the modern world and the narrator compares it unfavorably with

the restrained dignity of the Noh-style acting he witnessed earlier in a Japanese play.

The celebrated line ‘‘Get thee to a nunnery’’ is, Sanshiro concludes, ‘‘no good. The

proof of this was that even after Hamlet had said it to Ophelia, you didn’t feel sorry

for her’’ (1908 201). A bigger flaw, however, is with the translation itself. The problem

is not that it is inaccurate. On the contrary, what irks him is that it remains too

faithful to the original.

It was written in a fine literary style, but it was not moving. Sanshiro wished
that Hamlet would say something a little more characteristically Japanese. Where
he expected him to say, ‘‘Mother you must not do that. It is an affront to Father’s
memory’’, Hamlet would suddenly bring in Apollo or someone and smooth things
over. . . .The courage to pronounce the thing absurd was not forthcoming. (1908 201 italics
added)

In his critical writings on Shakespeare, Sōseki tries to muster this courage, dropping

hints why the Japanese cannot share the English enthusiasm for Shakespeare.

In addition to emphasizing the unnatural aspects of Shakespearean drama,

Sōseki also called attention to its supernatural dimensions. Sōseki’s interest in the

supernatural, like his foray into reception theory, has political overtones. After all,

Meiji intellectuals such as Inoue Enryō were waging a systematic campaign to crush

Japan’s robust traditions of ghostly folklore and its pantheon of native spirits,

goblins, and other bakemono, as these were perceived as embarrassing relics of its

unenlightened feudal past.14 By harping on the supernatural aspects of the West’s

greatest dramatist, Sōseki in effect sabotages efforts of Meiji reformers to equate

Shakespeare and Western culture with scientific progress.
This is precisely what he does in his most extended commentary on

Shakespeare, his 1904 essay ‘‘On the Ghost in Macbeth’’ [Makubetsu no yūrei ni

tsuite]. This piece, as far I know, has never been translated into English. While

reading his copy of the 1873 Variorum edition of the play, Sōseki noticed the

entrance of Banquo’s ghost spawned a sprawling five-page footnote in small type,

the longest gloss in the critical apparatus. In his essay, Sōseki sets out to refute the

various arguments that Banquo’s ghost is merely a subjective hallucination, and

should, therefore, not be visible on stage.15 The mistake, Sōseki contends, is that the

skeptics conflate literature and science. In what would become a recurrent motif in

his criticism, Sōseki draws a cordon sanitaire between the two: ‘‘Literature is not

Science. If apparitions are not admissible in literature because they are not

admissible in science, this just confuses science with literature’’ (qtd. from

Kobayashi 15). In Sōseki’s view, the Ghost possesses a poetic truth that takes

precedence over the rational objection that ghosts do not exist. The stakes of

Sōseki’s commentary, I believe, extend beyond dramaturgical debates over how to

stage Act 3, Scene 4 of Macbeth. Rather than dwell on the cultural differences as he

so often does, Sōseki hints at the similarities. His insistence that readers must take
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Banquo’s ghost seriously points up a surprising affinity between Shakespeare and

Japan’s tradition of medieval Noh drama, in which the spirits of the dead manifest

themselves to the living. By tracing a subtle parallel between the two, Sōseki

undercuts the ambitions of Meiji educators to construct Shakespeare as a byword

for the cultural grandeur of the Enlightened West.

While Sōseki was undoubtedly influenced by the maxim that an artist must

embody the zeitgeist, he also sought to defy the spirit of the Meiji era by questioning

its infatuation with Western culture. In his critical writings he not only spars with his

Western professors, but also chastises his fellow Japanese for being too deferential to

foreign opinion. Instead he advances what for the time would have been (and perhaps

still is) the radical proposition that a Japanese person’s evaluation of an English poet

may be just as valid as that of a native English speaker.

Somewhere at the back of their minds Japanese people believe that the English people’s
evaluation of their work is correct because they are taking up a work produced in
England and offering a native evaluation of a native product. Evaluating a Japanese
work is one thing, but they think that there can be no mistake in what the English say
about English literature. It is like believing, without giving it a second thought, the
words of a kimono shop clerk because one knows nothing about kimonos. (1907a 233)

Again, Hearn’s legacy must have been an infuriating example. Well before Sōseki

succeeded Hearn as professor of English at Tokyo University, his predecessor had

already established an international reputation in the West as a leading expert on

Japanese culture. If foreigners such as Hearn could be praised so highly (even by the

Japanese) for explaining Japanese culture, why couldn’t Asian critics like Sōseki earn

the same respect as commentators on English culture?

In addition to disputing Hearn (who died in 1904), Sōseki’s critical writings on

Shakespeare also engage in a spirited debate with a Japanese professor from Waseda

University by the name of Tsubouchi Shōyō. The year before Sōseki published his

Theory of Literature, Tsubouchi founded the Bungei Kyokai (Literary Society). Its

aim was to introduce Western drama (which came to be known as shingeki, literally

New Drama) to Japan. As part of this project, Tsubouchi undertook, at the behest of

none other than Lafcadio Hearn, the first extensive scholarly translations of

Shakespeare into Japanese. Critics acquainted with the history of Shakespeare’s

reception in Japan are well aware of the resultant irony that Elizabethan drama was

lumped together with and staged in the manner of Ibsen, Gorky, and Shaw (Kishi

and Bradshaw 2). Some early Meiji productions, it is true, had been done in a

freewheeling Kabuki-style. But these versions took numerous liberties with the text

and were often based on translations of Lamb’s Tales of Shakespeare, which

circumvented the need to duplicate Shakespeare’s figuratively dense language. As

Sōseki knew full well, Shakespeare’s aesthetic is utterly unlike that of Ibsen. When

Tsubouchi and the Bungei Kyokai staged their shingeki version of Hamlet in 1911,

Sōseki was underwhelmed. His review, ‘‘Dr. Tsubouchi and Hamlet’’ presents an

almost verbatim echo of the critiques outlined three years earlier in his novel

Sanshiro. The similarity suggests that Sōseki had already seen some shingeki

Shakespeare in rehearsal and perhaps did not sit through the 1911 performance

with an open mind. According to Sōseki, the entire venture was ill-conceived:

‘‘Tsubouchi should have chosen to become a faithful translator of Shakespeare
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without thinking of staging a performance, or become an unfaithful adaptor in order

to put Shakespeare on the stage.’’ (Qtd. in Kishi and Bradshaw 23). In a charge that

has continued to dog Japanese productions of Shakespeare, Tsubouchi’s Hamlet was

neither authentic nor naturalistic. It might be tempting to group Sōseki in the anti-

theatrical camp of Lamb, Hazlitt, and Bradley, who regarded the cosmic scope of

Shakespeare’s imagination as too big for the stage. But Sōseki goes on to make a

startling suggestion. He proposes that since ‘‘Shakespeare is a poet whose words fly
beyond ordinary senses’’ his plays could please a Japanese audience ‘‘only if the lines

were delivered in modulated tones like those of Noh or utai (Noh style singing)’’

(1911). Sōseki’s proposal anticipates what has come to be called inter-cultural

Shakespeare, for which Japan remains a hotbed. Heeding Sōseki’s advice, Ueda

Kuniyoshi, a Professor at Nihon University, created a Noh adaptation of Hamlet in

1980 (Kisanuki, Minami). While sticking more closely to Shakespeare’s text, the

director Ninagawa Yukio has similarly forged visually stunning mash-ups of

Shakespeare with Japanese Kabuki (Im). But Sōseki’s criticism of Shakespeare finds

its most eloquent expression, I would argue, in the acclaimed Shakespeare films of

Kurosawa Akira. Sōseki’s insistence that Japanese writers or directors can freely

translate Shakespeare into their own cultural idioms may have emboldened

Kurosawa to undertake his Noh-infused adaptation of Macbeth.16 Furthermore,

Kurosawa’s outspoken, rebellious protagonists do not simply betray the influx of

Western values in the post-Occupation era; they also embody a native ‘‘ethic of

individualism that took root in Meiji Japan’’ (Prince 28), most famously in the works

of Natsume Sōseki. So while Sōseki’s criticism on Shakespeare is unknown to
Western scholars, its legacy informed and continues to radiate from the much

admired Shakespeare films of Kurosawa Akira.

Sōseki’s criticism has been strangely overlooked in post-colonial studies of

Shakespeare. This oversight reflects the persistence of ‘‘asymmetrical knowledge’’

between East and West that so frustrated Sōseki. The neglect of Sōseki by post-

colonialists may also be due in part to the fact that Japan was never a Western

colony. The Meiji Experiment affords a relatively unique instance of self-coloniza-

tion. In essence Japan sought to modernize itself to prevent Western powers from

modernizing it; ideally, the Japanese could thereby exert some control over the

process and preserve the integrity of their own culture. In this respect, Meiji Japan

prefigures in an odd way the post-colonial condition; many non-Western nations

now strive to negotiate with Western culture on their own terms rather than have it

imposed upon them. Upholding Japan as an object lesson for other countries,

however, would risk perpetuating the very notion of trans-cultural universals that

Sōseki strove to debunk. Nevertheless, Sōseki’s response to Shakespeare does present

an intriguing counterpoint to the contemporaneous reception of Shakespeare in
early twentieth-century Ireland. Sōseki’s quarrels with Shakespeare duplicate some

of the appropriations and caveats made by the likes of James Joyce, George Bernard

Shaw, and William Butler Yeats. All three of these Irish authors came to the same

realization as Sōseki that Shakespeare had become the yardstick against which, fairly

or unfairly, the accomplishments of non-Anglo-Saxon literature would be measured.

Like Joyce, Sōseki forges the consciousness of his race in conversation with the

English Bard, and does so by blending literature with literary criticism. Like Shaw,

who first diagnosed the ‘‘Bardolatry’’ of English critics, he resented the dogma that

modern writers could never match Shakespeare’s achievement. Just as Yeats would
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try to craft a pre-colonial (read pre-Shakespearean) Irish drama by borrowing from

Japanese Noh, Sōseki encouraged Japanese translators to adapt Shakespeare in a

Noh style.17

It does seem a telling coincidence the two Shakespeareans who had the biggest

influence on Sōseki*W. J. Craig and Lafcadio Hearn*were Irish (or in Hearn’s case

half-Irish). On some level Sōseki must have perceived a certain affinity with these

men that perhaps made him stress their ideological differences all the more

emphatically. Like Sōseki, Hearn also lived briefly in London and found its poverty

and industrial squalor appalling. Decades later Hearn continued to regard London

as ‘‘the most awful city upon the earth’’ (Murray 269). Hearn even wrote a fictional

essay about a Japanese intellectual caught up in the Meiji fascination with Europe

but whom, after a sojourn in London, grows disenchanted with the West.18 The

character’s experience uncannily prefigures Sōseki’s own. So despite his veneration of

Shakespeare as the posterchild of Anglo-Saxon genius, Hearn was, like Sōseki,

enamored with traditional Japanese culture and sought to protect it from the

juggernaut of Western modernity.

Although Sōseki’s portrait of Craig is unflattering, the two men do have much in

common, as Damian Flanagan has observed. Both are cultural outsiders in Imperial

England; both dress in shabby clothing; both are desperate for money to purchase

books; both devote themselves to the study of English literature yet feel deeply

estranged from the English in London (34). Sōseki’s caricature of his eccentric

mentor thus could be seen as betraying Sōseki’s fears of what he may become if he

remains in the ivory tower and sacrifices his life to the cult of Shakespeare.19 Sōseki

reports that one day Craig made an unusual acknowledgement of this camaraderie

with his pupil. Interrupting his lecture, he summons Sōseki to the window and invites

him to gaze down at the street below:

Look at all these people will you. Not one in a hundred has any understanding of
poetry. What a pity. The English, I’m afraid, are entirely incapable of comprehending
poetry. Now the Irish are something else. Far more receptive, more refined. People like
you and me, who truly appreciate poetry*we must consider ourselves fortunate indeed.
(Marcus 159).

Craig’s influence on Sōseki, then, may not have been entirely negative, as this essay has

thus far proposed. His conviction that he, an Irish scholar, understands Shakespeare

better than the English must have emboldened Sōseki to believe that he, a Japanese

scholar, could do the same. Indeed, Craig tells him as much by including Sōseki in the

select company of those who ‘‘truly appreciate poetry’’, unlike the philistine English.

Yet Sōseki remained skeptical that the Japanese could so readily ‘‘appreciate’’ or

appropriate Shakespeare as the Irish had done. The common language and the

cultural overlap between England and Ireland made it far easier for Joyce to re-

imagine Hamlet as much a Dubliner as an antique Dane.20 Yet Sōseki also felt that

Japan’s geographic and cultural distance from England gave him a fresh perspective on

Shakespeare untainted by any colonial heritage. When he asserts his right to read

Shakespeare from a ‘‘Japanese point of view’’ he means reading without deference to

Eurocentric sensibilities or standards of literary value; he means accommodating

Shakespeare to one’s culture rather than accommodating one’s culture to Shakespeare.
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In the twenty-first century, when a Japanese actor can play Hamlet more

naturally in blue jeans than in a kimono, ‘‘the Japanese point of view’’ is perhaps no

longer as distinct from the West as it was during the Meiji period. Arguably, however,

this makes Sōseki’s critiques even more urgent and radical than when they were

penned a century ago. His often humorous expressions of principled dissent deserve

to be chronicled alongside the more notorious screeds of Voltaire, Tolstoy, and Shaw

in the heretic’s bible of Shakespearean nay-sayers. Sōseki’s audacious attempts to

stand Eurocentric hermeneutics on their head should be essential reading for anyone

interested not simply in the history of Shakespeare’s reception in Japan but in the

antecedents of post-colonial criticism.

Notes

1. On Sōseki and the Anglo-Japanese alliance, see Yiu 149�50. Sōseki has been criticized for
failing to denounce the Japanese occupation of Korea and Manchuria in his accounts of
his travels on the mainland (Yu 88�90). He did wish, it is true, for Japan to stand up to and
earn respect from the Western superpowers. But it is clear that he took a grim view of
militarism in general (Yu 166�67). He regarded the carnage of modern technological
warfare as a symptom of the barbarism of Western modernity. His abiding love of ancient
Chinese culture, meanwhile, would have given him mixed feelings about the occupation of
Manchuria. I Am a Cat features hilarious spoofs of the war reimagined as a rat-hunt
(1905�07 243�244) and a baseball game (389�91). The Heredity of Taste opens with a
searing vision of the Russo-Japanese front as a ‘‘massive slaughter-house’’ (1906b 117).
The narrator stumbles upon a triumphant parade for troops returning home, but is unable
to shout ‘‘Banzai.’’ He even imagines the war as triggered by a mad god crying ‘‘Kill
men’’, ‘‘Lap blood’’, and ‘‘let loose the hungry dogs’’ (1906b 117)*the final phrase a
subtle homage to Mark Antony’s speech in Julius Caesar. In Sanshiro, the Japanese
English professor shocks a young pupil by predicting ‘‘Japan is going to perish’’, and
declaring, ‘‘Even bigger than Japan, surely, is the inside of your head. Don’t ever surrender
yourself*not to Japan, not to anything’’ (1908 15).

2. Astonishingly, Sōseki has yet to receive the definitive English biography he deserves. Only
a handful of book-length studies of the man and his works are available in English: Yu,
McClellan, Iijima and Vardman, Yiu, and Marcus. Good general introductions to his life
and writing are by Gessel (11�67) and Keene (305�54).

3. Sōseki today is remembered more for his creative output than his literary criticism. For
Angela Yiu, the fact that Sōseki ‘‘teaches more effectively through his literary works than
his criticism shows that his critical voice, the one of logic and reason, is constantly
overshadowed or subverted by his poetic voice, the one of spontaneity and passion’’ (82).

4. Rather than try to imitate Gertrude’s speech Sōseki rewrites it as a poignant tanka (a
traditional Japanese short poem consisting of 31-syllables) from the point of view of the
drowning Ophelia:

Rain dampens
And the frost chills
All is dark within the earth.
But in spring waters there’s no pain
Afloat on waves . . . .
Sunk beneath the waves . . . . (1906a 78)

5. Though he downplays Shakespeare’s influence on his story, Sōseki’s picture of the Princes
in the Tower owes much of its detail to a famous painting by Paul Delaroche.

6. This unflattering profile of Craig is further fleshed out in some of Sōseki’s journal entries
from his time in London in which he refers to the professor’s ‘‘atrocious handwriting, his
stinginess, his flights and tangents’’ (Marcus 161).

7. Specifically, Sōseki praises his magisterial edition of Hamlet for the Arden Shakespeare
series. Yet even this tribute turns out to be undeserved: Craig was only the general editor;
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the Arden 1 Hamlet was in fact overseen by Craig’s mentor, Edward Dowden. Perhaps
Sōseki was so desperate to find something positive to say in this eulogy, composed two
years after Craig’s death in 1906, he allowed himself to misattribute it to his former
mentor.

8. Sōseki’s decision to pursue a more scientific, inter-disciplinary approach to literary
criticism was also triggered by his conversations with Ikeda Kikunae, a Japanese scientist
studying in London (Flanagan 11).

9. Given his distrust of literary celebrity, one wonders how Sōseki would have reacted to the
Japanese government’s decision in 1984 to emblazon his face on the 1,000 Yen note.

10. One exception is a brief essay on Hearn by Ann Thompson.
11. Heredity of Taste contains an extensive commentary on Macbeth. In it Sōseki expands

upon his previous attempt to theorize the cognitive experience of reading in terms of a
‘‘waveform model of consciousness’’ (1907a 55) Essentially, he argues that the
predominant tone and atmosphere of a literary work suffuse the reader’s perception of
the individual scenes and sentences. So in the porter scene from Macbeth, the ‘‘comedy
itself becomes merged into atrocity’’ (1906b 162) by its abrupt juxtaposition with
Duncan’s murder:

As one who has been sea-sick on a ship, feels after landing that the firm earth is still
wallowing, and as a naturally timid sparrow avoids a scarecrow as it would a man, it
is inevitable that a reader of Macbeth will himself maintain the sensations of horror
and project them into contexts where horror has no natural place. (1906b 164)

The debt to DeQuincey’s famous reading of the porter scene is evident.

12. Taine expounds his theory of race most famously in the introduction to his History of
English Literature (1�21). This book is almost certainly one of the 500 or 600 that Sōseki
purchased during his time in London.

13. The above paragraph is indebted to Bradshaw and Ashizu. Sōseki was not alone in his
misgivings about Hamlet. Another Meiji writer by the name Shiga Naoya penned a bold
retelling of the play from the point of view of an innocent Claudius. In his diary the King
confesses to hating Hamlet, who comes across as a spoiled and mentally unstable royal
brat. For more on Claudius’s Diary, see Kishi and Bradshaw (105�112).

14. In a revealing coincidence, Sōseki’s adversary Tsubouchi Shōyō belonged to Inoue’s
‘‘Mystery Research Society’’ (Fushigi Kyokai), a Japanese version of the Society for
Psychical Research but more committed to debunking old superstitions. For more on the
Meiji assault on Japanese folklore, see Figal.

15. John Philip Kemble, for instance, had omitted Banquo’s ghost on stage, as did Edwin
Booth. Sōseki’s essay probably grew out of the lectures on Macbeth he delivered during his
second year at Tokyo University in 1904; his first round of lectures on Silas Marner
flopped with students, who found him dry in comparison with the fiery Hearn (Keene
311).

16. Since Kurosawa adapted so many stories from Western authors, it is sometimes forgotten
that he deeply admired Japanese writers such as Sōseki. In fact, Kurosawa modeled his
late masterpiece, Dreams, on Soseki’s Ten Nights of Dream. His final film Madadayo, it has
been suggested, contains a playful homage to Sōseki’s I Am a Cat (Richie 227). But
Sōseki’s influence on Kurosawa is far more pervasive than a few cues for plotlines.
Kurosawa’s cavalier treatment of Shakespeare’s text accords with the advice Soseki gave to
Japanese translators. As Kishi Tetsuo and Graham Bradshaw observe, ‘‘the available
translations could not have served Kurosawa’s purpose and the decision to start from
scratch may have reflected a view that corresponded with Natsume Sōseki’s harsh
comment on Tsubouchi’s Hamlet’’ (130). Fittingly, Kurosawa also complies with Sōseki by
filming the ghost of Miki (the Banquo character) in Throne of Blood, portraying him with
the same mask-like visage and eerie inertia of the apparitions in Noh.

17. For more on the complex reception of Shakespeare in Ireland, see the monograph by
Bates and the collection edited by Clare and O’Neil. Bates’ book features an incisive study
of Joyce’s appropriations of Shakespeare (97�108); Shaw’s grievances with Bardolatry are
the topic of a fine essay by DiPietro. For more on Yeats’ intercultural vision of a ‘‘Celtic
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Orient,’’see Lennon (247�89). Cosgrove examines Yeats’ attack on Edward Dowden (who
was Craig’s mentor and like Craig, Anglo-Irish) for championing the imperialist Henry V.

18. Hearn’s Japanese ‘‘Conservative’’ has an uncanny resemblance to Sōseki himself. If the
piece were not written four years before Sōseki’s departure for England one might almost
suspect Hearn had modeled the protagonist on him. He professes to like the English better
than other nations, yet his stint in London inspires only a profound sense of detachment,
‘‘as one finding nothing to love while dwelling in its midst’’ (306) In contrast to the
overtures to Shakespeare as an embodiment of Anglo-Saxon genius in Hearn’s lecutres,
Hearn’s disenchanted samurai concludes,

The real sublimities of the West were intellectual only, far, steep, cold heights of
pure knowledge, below whose perpetual snow-line emotional ideas die. Surely, the
old Japanese civilization of benevolence and duty was incomparably better . . . in its
simplicity and unselfishness, its sobriety and contentment. Western superiority was
not ethical. It lay in forces of intellect developed through suffering incalculable, and
used for the destruction of the weak by the strong. (307)

19. Sōseki’s memoir makes much of the fact that Craig’s flat is on the fourth floor, above the
grime and bustle of the mundane world. From a psychological standpoint Sōseki appears
to have composed this piece less as a tribute to Craig than as a rationalization of his
decision to resign from the university as an English specialist and ‘‘startle the Westerners
by producing terrific works written in foreign languages’’ (Keene 307).

20. It has been argued that the protagonist of Sōseki’s Kōjin represents an attempt to create a
modern ‘‘Japanese Hamlet’’ (Yu 120�21). The textual evidence for this, however, is rather
slim. Perhaps a more striking parallel occurs in Sanshiro, where a bachelor professor cites
Hamlet as proof that some people are unfit to marry and recounts a story that mirrors the
author’s own bizarre childhood (1908 195). Though Sōseki did marry, he came to regret
this decision, believing his unusual upbringing had permanently skewed his vision of
domestic life. Sōseki tells the saga himself in his most autobiographical books, Grass on
the Wayside [Michikusa] and Within Glass Doors [Garasadu no naka]. Shortly after his
birth, his mother and father*who were forty and and fifty-three, respectively, and
ashamed of conceiving a child so late in life*decided to give their newborn to a childless
couple in the neighborhood. It was only when this couple divorced around the time Sōseki
was nine years old that he learned from a housemaid the true identity of his biological
parents, whom he had been told were his grandmother and grandfather (Gessel 16�17).
Oddly, then, on a personal level Sōseki did identify with Hamlet due to his estrangement
from his own parents and his troubles with his step-father, as well as his sometimes
precarious mental health. In Kokoro, the Sōseki-like protagonist even finds himself
defrauded of his inheritance by a conniving uncle.
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of Natsume Sōseki. Honolulu: U of Hawaii P, 2009. Print.
Melville, Herman. ‘‘Hawthorne and His Mosses.’’ The Piazza Tales and Other Prose Pieces.

Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1987. Print.
Minami, Ryuta. ‘‘Is No Shakespeare in Noh Shakespeare? Re/Mis-Shaping Shakespeare on

the Noh Stage.’’Shakespeare in Culture. Taipei: National Taiwanese UP, 2010. 181�204.
Print.

Miyake, Yujiro. ‘‘The Introduction of Western Philosophy.’’ Fifty Years of New Japan. New
York: Dutton, 1909. Print.
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