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Modern Japanese literature is said to have resulted from an encounter between Japanese writers and foreign
letters during an era of translation coeval with the Meiji period (1868-1912), when European literary styles were
actively assimilated. Yet by presuming that literary influence is a book-to-book affair, scholarship overlooks the
older role of European visual media in the development of aesthetic sensibilities both before and after the Meiji
Reformation. This lecture thus disputes the view that modern Japanese literature was primarily a function of
translating works of the European canon. Appealing to historical record and Meiji literature’s formal and thematic
tendencies, the lecture will suggest that Japanese literature modernized through the imitation of Western visual
media, in which premodern governmental authorities, alarmed by Western imperialism, had well perceived military
applications, lending such media a new air of prestige.
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