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Global Japan Studies Program on October 17, 2014.

Mitsuyoshi NUMANO

My lecture is not intended to be an in-depth analysis of a concrete case of influence or reception;
it is an attempt to outline in general terms some of the most important peculiarities of the recep-
tion of Russian literature in the process of the making of modern Japanese literature, and to pro-

vide a perspective from which further investigation, I hope, would be more productive.

It is well known that the first work of Russian literature to be trans-
lated into Japanese was Pushkin’s The Captain’s Daughter (Meiji
16, 1883). The translator was Takasu Jisuke ( = ZH{5 B/ ), a leading
expert on the Russian language at the time (Takasu later compiled
one of the first Russian-Japanese dictionaries). Although some sus-
pected that Takasu translated the work from an English translation,
as Anglicized character names appear throughout his work, it is now

commonly accepted that Takasu’s work was in fact a direct transla-

tion of the Russian original, thanks largely to the research of Yasui

Yoshitoshi for Takasu's transla-  Ryohei ( ZZJ5%3 ), who meticulously compared Takasu’s translation

tion of Pushkin's The Captain’s
Daughter (1883)

with the Russian text. The following strange illustration to this early
translation, however, clearly shows that Russia was still something

completely foreign and unknown to most Japanese at the time.
With this case being a precursor, the reception of Russian literature took place intensively in the

first half of the Meiji era. In 1889, when Uchida Roan ( NH%4 /g ) read Dostoevsky's Crime and

Punishment for the first time in English translation, he was electrified “as if he was struck by a
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thunder in the midst of a vast steppe” and immediately decided to translate it into Japanese. It was
the kind of literature that Japan had never known before. Uchida Roan didn’t know Russian, so he
translated the novel from English, but he was well aware of the dangers of translating a translation,
so he consulted with his friend Hasegawa Tatsunosuke, also known as Futabatei Shimei ( _ 1=
PUK ), who had a wonderful command of Russian. As it turned out, Futabatei's deep knowledge
of Russian literature was crucial in his struggle for the new Japanese literary language, and his
translation of Svidanie” (I & U > & ] 1888) from The Hunter’s Sketches by Turgenev became a
breakthrough in the search for a new realistic style in Japanese literature.! In this sense, it is no
exaggeration to say that the translation of Russian literature served as one of the most important
models for this new literary language, through which Japan sought to replace the traditional style
of pre-modern Edo prose.

Thus, from the 1880’s on, a vast amount of modern Russian literature (largely nineteenth-
century prose) was translated into Japanese and acquired a substantial readership in Japan. In
this field, Japanese specialists of Russian literature and comparative literature have already
done a considerable amount of research to trace the reception of each important Russian author
on Japanese soil as well as their influence on Japanese writers. There are already a number of
excellent comprehensive surveys that focus on the reception of key writers, such as: Tolstoy and
Japan by Yanagi Tomiko and Dostoevsky and the Japanese by Matsumoto Ken-ichi. Here I do not
intend to add to those important works, but I'd like to point out some peculiarities in the Japanese
reception of Russian literature. In my opinion, these peculiarities have not received enough

attention in these extant works.

1. The simultaneous reception of multiple European literatures

First of all, it should be noted that Russian literature was only one in a number of European
literatures that surged into Japan after the Meiji Restoration (from the 1880’s on). In that hectic
process, there was no chronology or hierarchy: Shakespeare, Goethe, and Dostoevsky appeared
in Japanese translation almost simultaneously. Here is a list of the first translations of some of the

most important Western authors, organized by the date of the translation:

Goethe, “Reineke Fuchs,” 1884.

Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, 1884.

Tolstoy, War and Peace (The first part), 1886.

The First mention of Dante’s Divine Comedy by Mori Ogai in his diary, 1887.
Scott, Ivanhoe (abridged), 1888.

Jules Verne, 80 Days around the World, 1888.
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Turgenev, “Svidanie,” 1888.

Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment (first half), 1892-93.

In that “melting pot” or “battle royal” of literatures, Russian literature was not considered
“backward.” In fact, it played an essential role in Japan's world literary canon, and Russian
literature figured as one of the most important European literatures, on equal footing with (if not
superior to) other major European literatures.

This fact in turn led to a peculiar canon-formation process in Japan. One of the key literary
practices in Japan at the time was the recurrent publication of what is called Sekai bungaku zensha
(522242248 ) in Japanese, or “the Complete Works of World Literature,” which may sound
absurd if taken literally. In reality, the name designates an anthology or multi-volume series of
masterpieces from different parts of the globe. The first big hit for such an anthology was initiated
by the Shinchd-sha publishing house: published between 1927 and 1930, the full set spanned 57
volumes (the first series consisted of 38 volumes; the second series — 19) and average sales per
volume reached as high as 400,000 copies. If we look at the nations and languages represented in

the series, we find:

French 17

English and American 12

German 7

Russian 7

Italian and Spanish (Southern European) 5
Northern European 4

Other 5°*

What first strikes us when we see this list is the predominance of French literature, which
was becoming fashionable at that time, although its reception in Japan started later than its
English, German, and Russian counterparts. It is obvious, however, that Russian literature
nonetheless ranks among the most popular European literatures. It is also worth noting that, in the
consciousness of the Japanese of that period, the notion of world literature included only European

and American texts; there were no works at all from other parts of the world.

2. Direct and “indirect” translations
From an early stage (from the 1880’s on), there appeared a number of gifted translators (Futabatei

Shimei and Nobori Shomu, who were followed by younger talents such as Yonekawa Masao and
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Nakamura Hakuyd) who translated directly from Russian, thus making a great contribution to
the making of a modern readership in Japan. The role of “indirect translation” (jiiyaku) cannot be
ignored, either. As mentioned earlier, Uchida Roan first translated Crime and Punishment from
English, and Mori Ogai’s influential translations of Russian literature were based on German
translations of the Russian works. From 1889 to 1913, Ogai translated 18 works of Russian
literature, all from the German; the Russian authors he translated include: Tolstoy, Dostoevsky,

Lermontov, Gorky, Turgenev, Andreev, Artsybashev, Korolenko, and Chirikov. *

3. The role of English (and other European) translations

It should also be noted that many writers and intellectuals used to have an excellent command of
English (at least as far as reading proficiency is concerned), from the Meiji period until the middle
of the 20th century, and they avidly read Russian literature in English (or other West European)
translations: Mori Ogai read works in German, meanwhile Arishima Takeo, Natsume Soseki and
Akutagawa Ryiinosuke read them in English. Their knowledge of Russian literature, acquired by
reading Western European translations, naturally influenced them directly. Arishima read Anna
Karenina in English, and it influenced him in the process of writing his major novel A Certain
Woman U8, %722 ] (1919). Fujii Shozo discusses the case of Leonid Andreev's strong influence on
both Natsume Soseki and Lu Xun.

As Araya Keizaburd points out in his survey of the history of Russian literature in Japan, there
were three major “institutions” through which Russian literature was introduced into Japan:
(1) the Tokyo Institute of Foreign Languages ( 3 5L 4} [E &5 K 22 ), (2) the Nikolai Theological
Seminary ( =1 #Z£4% ), and (3) “Maruzen” ( AL ).’ This third institution was of particular
importance for general readers who were competent in English but had no knowledge of
Russian; it was a Tokyo bookstore (which still exists to this day) known for importing foreign—
overwhelmingly English—books, and thanks to meticulous research by literary historians, we now
have extensive knowledge about who bought which books through that bookstore. What we can
see is that this store really acted as a window onto world literature, through English translation.

On the other hand, in the second half of the 20th century, when there was already a vast
accumulation of translated literature, Japanese writers (at least many of them) lost their English
proficiency and, paradoxically, the influence of foreign literature (including Russian) on writers
declined. As far as I know, this paradox was first stated by the critic Katd Shiiichi in his articles
on modern Japanese literature more than a half century ago, but still holds true in its application
to contemporary Japanese writers. Naturally, many of them are avid readers of foreign literature,
but read only in Japanese translation, and few are proficient enough in English or any other

foreign language to read foreign works in anything other than Japanese. Two rare exceptions are
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Oe Kenzaburo, who is well versed in both English and French, and Furui Yoshikichi, who was

professor of German literature before he became a full-time professional writer.

4. The influence of Japanese translations on China and Korea

One more topic related to this field, which has not yet been studied properly in its own right,
is the influence of Japanese translations of Russian literature on China and Korea. Since Japan
was more “advanced” in terms of the reception and translation of Russian literature, quite a few
Chinese and Koreans who had a good command of Japanese read Russian literature in Japanese
translation (for example, Lu Xun %1 and Park Tae-won FMg5E ).

In the case of Lu Xun, he had a good opportunity to get himself acquainted with world
literature, including Russian and East European literature, between 1904 and 1909, when he lived
and studied in Japan. In 1909, he and Zhuo Zuoren J&{E\ , while staying in Japan, compiled a
Chinese-language anthology of world literature in two volumes, which was titled Ig{4%/NGHEE )
(containing 16 works). For the anthology, Lu Xun translated two short stories by Andreev and
one by Garshin. It thus seems as though, during his years in Japan, Lu Xun had picked up on the
general enthusiasm for Russian literature prominent among Japan's contemporary readers.

This is an interesting case of the spread of Russian literature in East Asia through Japanese
translation, in which the Japanese language served as a means of transmission (although it was,
of course, a language of colonial coercion which people were forced to learn). Nonetheless, the
question of to what extent Japanese translations of Russian literature influenced Chinese and
Korean writers has yet to be investigated in detail by specialists. As I stated above, the influence
of Russian writing on Japanese literature has been well traced by comparatists in both Japan
and Russia: there is a large body of articles and monographs devoted to studies of the influence
that individual writers such as Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, and Chekov had on modern
Japanese writers. We may therefore say that the genealogical“tree” (to borrow from Franco
Moretti) has been studied fairly well. On the other hand, the horizontal “wave” of influence
(Russia—Japan—Korea and China and Taiwan) has attracted little attention from specialists thus

far.

5. Influence continues: Russian literature as an undercurrent in postwar and contemporary

Japanese literature in lieu of a postscript
After World War I1, the Russian classics suffered a brief decline in popularity. Despite this, the
number of writers influenced by and well versed in Russian literature was by no means small,

and one group of avid readers came to form one of the major schools of contemporary literature.
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Most members of this school were associated with the literary magazine Modern Literature
(Kindai bungaku), which was founded shortly after the war by Haniya Yutaka, Honda Shiigo, Ara
Masabhito, Hirano Ken, Sasaki Kiichi, Odagiri Hideo and Yamamuro Shizuka. Although unable to
read Russian, these writers possessed an astonishing degree of knowledge about Russian literature,
and critical works by Sasaki (on Chekhov), Haniya (on Dostoevsky), and Honda (on Tolstoy) have
become modern critical classics in their own right.

The literary movement centered around Modern Literature came to be known as the “postwar
faction,” and it consciously opposed the “I-novel” genre, which had been dominant in Japan since
the Taishd period. This “postwar faction” continued to be influenced by Russian literature, a fact
that can be seen in the works of Noma Hiroshi and Shiina Rinzd, two of its prominent figures.
Their interest in Russian literature was subsequently inherited by the next generation of writers,
and this trend continues even today.

In the 1960s, Waseda University’s Department of Russian literature produced many new writers,
including Itsuki Hiroyuki, Miki Taku, and Gotd Meisei, who together formed a group that may
be called the “Russian faction.” There were also many writers who were well versed in Russian
literature despite not having majored in the subject, including Maruya Saiichi, Kaga Otohiko, Oe
Kenzaburd, and Inoue Hisashi. The influence of Russian literature on the later fiction and critical
writings of Oe Kenzaburd, for example, is far more apparent than that of French literature, despite
the fact that Oe majored in French literature and wrote his graduation thesis on Jean-Paul Sartre.
Also, in his recent novel, Farewell, My Book!, Oe draws parallels between today’s terrorism and
the revolutionary terrorism of Dostoevsky’s age. Moreover, in addition to its traces of Dostoevsky,
the novel as a whole also draws considerably from Nabokov's The Gift, after which Oe named his
own novel.

Since the 1980s, however, Japan’s interest in foreign literatures—including that of Russia—
has waned. The Complete Works of World Literature, a series of foreign literature published
continuously since the early 1930s, finally ceased publication, and the last large-scale project of the
sort, The Shiieisha Gallery of World Literature, published its twentieth and final volume in 1991. °
In this historical context, it would appear as though interest in Russian literature has faded into
the background. Yet there are still many writers who are devoted to the study of Russian literature,
who continue to write under its influence, even if they cannot be grouped together into a particular
school of writing.

In Japan's contemporary literary scene, there are numerous writers whose works show clear
connections to Russian literature, including Ikezawa Natsuki, Shimada Masahiko, Kurokawa So,
Hirano Keiichird, Kashimada Maki, and Nakamura Fuminori. Special reference should also be
made to the one of contemporary Japan's most popular writers, Haruki Murakami, who has been

deeply influenced by such Russian writers as Dostoevsky and Chekhov. While it is true that he is a
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great admirer of American literature, Murakami also admits that long before he had ever heard of
American literature he was reading 19th-century Russian classics, and that he read The Brothers
Karamazov several times. It is easy to detect the influence of Russian literature in many of
Murakami’s works, including Hear the Wind Sing, A Wild Sheep Chase, Hardboiled Wonderland
and the End of the World, and the brilliant short story “Super-Frog Saves Tokyo.”

Given the historical trajectory we have traced thus far, it would be no exaggeration to say that,
although he is most commonly considered to be above all indebted to American pop culture,
Haruki Murakami also belongs firmly within the time-honored tradition of Japanese writers whose

works have been indelibly shaped by Russian literature.
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Notes

1. Many comparative approaches have been made to the influence of Russian literature on Futabatei, which I will
not enumerate here. Special mention should be made, however, of Kato Yuri's recent book TIHYAHHER G i S
BHRRERYR, which contains a chapter devoted to Uchida and discusses comprehensively discusses his ‘collaboration’
with Futabatei in the process of translation of Crime and Punishment.

2. There already exist useful bibliographies which trace the history of translated literature in modern Japan, and
the National Diet Library of Japan offers good bibliographical service. Here 1'd like to single out one of the most
useful reference books published recently: JI[FJEIH « MR SHE TXKE BERSCARGFHH 5%, F
Akt > 2 —, 2009 4,

3. See: RIIEM THFSCARE] 44-50 R—2,

4. For the complete list, see Kato Yuri ( JIEE ), 131-134.

5. Araya Keizaburo ( HIAH—=ER), 9-14.

6. Mention should be, however, made of the recent Sekai Bungaku Zenshu edited by Ikezawa Natsuki in 30 vol-
umes (Kawadeshobo Sinsha, 2008-2010), which attempts a completely new approach the canon of modern world
literature. Although it is entitled “Sekai Bungaku Zenshu’, it demonstrates that the traditional “Sekai Bungaku

Zenshu” is not possible anymore.
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