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[Japan Society-New York: Documents Project. (1800-1890, Culture/Art/Literature)]

Document 18: “Beef is a most delicious thing, isn’t it?” “The Beefeater,” from Aguranabe
(Sitting around the stew-pan), Kanagaki Robun, 1871.

A man about thirty-five, rather swarthy it is true, but of clear complexion, thanks
apparently to the daily use of soap, which purges all impurities. His hair, not having been cut for
some hundred days, is long and flowing, and looks as if it is in the process of being let out
altogether, in the foreign style. Naturally enough, he uses that scent called Eau de Cologne to
give a sheen to his hair. He wears a paddled silken kimono beneath which a calico undergarment
is visible. By his side is his Western-style umbrella, covered in gingham. From time to time he
removes from his sleeve with a painfully contrived gesture a cheap watch, and consults his time.
As a matter of fact this is merely so much display to impress others, and the chain is only gold-
plate. He turns to his neighbour, who is also eating beef, and speaks:

Excuse me, but beef is certainly a most delicious thing, isn’t it? Once you get accustomed
to its taste, you can never go back to deer or wild boar again. I wonder why we in Japan haven’t
eaten such a clean thing before? For over 1,620—or is it 1,630—years people in the West have
been eating huge quantities of beef. Before then, | understand, beef and mutton were considered
the king’s exclusive property, and none ever entered the mouth of a commoner, unless he
happened to be something on the order of a daimyo’s chief retainer. We really should be grateful
that even people like ourselves can now eat beef, thanks to the fact that Japan is steadily
becoming a truly civilized country. Of course, there are some unenlightened boors who cling to
their barbaric superstitions and say that eating meat defiles you so much that you can’t pray any

more before Buddha and the gods. Such nonsense shows they simply don’t understand natural
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philosophy. Savages like that should be made to read Fukuzawa’s article on eating beef. In the

West they’re free of superstitions. There it’s the custom to do everything scientifically, and that’s
why they’ve invented amazing things like the steamship and the steam engine. Did you know
that they engrave the plates for printing newspapers with telegraphic needles? And that they
bring down wind from the sky with balloons? Aren’t they wonderful inventions! Of course, there
are good reasons behind these inventions. If you look at a map of the world you’ll see some
countries marked “tropical,” which means that’s where the sun shines closest. The people in
those countries are all burnt black by the sun. The king of that part of the world tried all kinds of
schemes before he hit on what is called a balloon. That’s a big round bag they fill with air high
up in the sky. They bring the bag down and open it, causing the cooling air inside the bag to
spread out all over the country. That’s a great invention. On the other hand, in Russia, which is a
cold country where the snow falls even in summer and the ice is so thick that people can’t move,
they invented the steam engine. You’ve got to admire them for it. I understand that they modeled
the steam engine after the flaming chariot of hell, but anyway, what they do is to load a crowd of
people on a wagon and light a fire in a pipe underneath. They keep feeding the fire inside the
pipe with coal, so that the people riding on top can travel a great distance completely oblivious to
the cold. Those people in the West can think up inventions like that, one after the other. ... You
say you must be going? Well, good-bye. Waitress! Another small bottle of sake. And some

pickled onions to go with it!

Source: Donald Keene, ed., Modern Japanese Literature: An Anthology. New York: Grove

Press, 1956, 31-33.
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Context.

Kanagaki Robun, the author of this satirical piece, was one of the Meiji era’s popular
practitioners of the old gesaku or light fiction genre. In a work clearly intended as parody, he
depicts the overweening popularity of everything Western in cities such as Tokyo in the early
years after the collapse of the Tokugawa government. Not worrying about whether his
descriptions are factual or not, he loves to poke fun at sophisticates such as the era’s famous
modernizer, Fukuzawa Y ukichi, who had recommended that everyone show their civilized

nature and improve their bodies by eating that food long forbidden by Buddhism: meat.

Questions.

1. Make a list of the signs of Western “civilization” that caught Kanagaki Robun’s eye.

2. Make another list of the times that his comments are sarcastic. What does he really think about
people who follow the Western craze?

3. Why was there such a demand for Western things in the late 1860s and early 1870s?

Terms.

Fukuzawa Yukichi. No one was more closely associated than Fukuzawa with Westernization,
partly because his work Seiya jijo (Things Western, published between 1866 and 1870),
describing his observations of life in the United States and Europe, had been a best selling
sensation.

Daimyo’s chief retainer. Daimyo were the lords who emerged as victorious warriors in the
premodern era, then ruled over feudal domains, in the Tokugawa period (1600-1868). Their chief

retainers were the highest officials in the domain.



