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The Choice of a Sinicized Form of Japanese for Chronicling the Iwakura Mission
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Alongside revising the unequal treaties, one of
the primary goals of the Iwakura Mission of 1871
to 1873 was studying things American and
European. But the mission was not a leisurely
sightseeing trip; it was a tour of observation
under the auspices of the recently established
Meiji ~ government. Naturally,  therefore,
everything needed to be recorded. Virtually all
records of the journey had to be kept in the
medium of writing, even where today they would
have taken the form of visual media such as
photographs or videos. | say “virtually all”
because a few sketches and copperplates
served as valuable supplementary materials.

The mission was chronicled by Kume Kunitake
(1839-1931) in his Beio kairan jikki (A True
Account of a Journey of Observation through the
United States of America and Europe). He must
initially have wondered what form of Japanese
to use to document the cultural institutions of
the West that the Japanese would come to see
for the first time. Today, virtually all written
Japanese is in the colloquial style, with the
occasional expression from the classical
language. In the early Meiji period, however,
several different styles of written Japanese were
available. The literary language of the
seventeenth-century novelist lhara Saikaku
might have been a possible medium for
describing Western culture. There was the
epistolary style (sdrobun), which was used not
only for letters but also for official documents.
Kume could have resorted to the classicizing
style modeled on the Heian classics if he had
been so inclined. Then there was a hybrid form
of classical Chinese known as the Azuma
Kagami style (after the medieval chronicle that
exemplifies it), now also referred to as the
“documentary style.” Kume even had the option,
had he wanted to, of writing his account in pure
classical Chinese, on the assumption that his
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readers would read it as Japanese. Indeed, when
an embassy led by Shinmi Masaoki visited the
United States in 1860, a debate arose as to
whether the shogun’s letter to the American
president should be written in classical Chinese,
Japanese, or English. It was finally decided to
use Japanese. The letter opened in flowery
Japanese, “| respectfully address the President
of the United States of America.”*

In the end, Kume composed his chronicle in a
mixture of kanji and katakana in what was
essentially the kanbun kundoku style: a
Sinicized form of literary Japanese in the style of
a translation from classical Chinese. It was the
style used by Confucian scholars in the Edo
period, and he chose it, presumably, because he
wished to stay true to his educational roots.
Kume was well versed in the Chinese classics,
having studied at the Shoheikd, the official
academy of the Tokugawa shogunate, and
taught at the Kodokan academy in Saga domain.
Another reason for his choice, no doubt, was the
ease with which kanji could be used to form new
words to describe unfamiliar Western concepts
and things. A century earlier, in 1774, Sugita
Genpaku and Maeno Ryotaku had introduced
Western medicine to Japan by publishing a
translation of a Dutch anatomy text into
classical Chinese under the title Kaitai shinsho
(New book of anatomy). Kume similarly
employed the kanbun kundoku style to acquaint
Japan with Western culture and technology.

*Osatake Takeki, Bakumatsu kengai shisetsu
monogatari (Tales of overseas missions at the
end of the Edo period) (Tokyo: lwanami Bunko,
2016), p. 29.



