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THE OLDEST RUSSIAN COLLECTION OF JAPANESE MANUSCRIPTS
AND WOOD-BLOCK PRINTS

Since long ago the Russian have been greatly interested in
the works on classical Japanese culture. Not only popular
essays or translations of classical Japanese works, but also
academic publications have been sold at a moment. Never-
theless, only a few persons are aware of the fact that about
two centuries ago, long before the “opening” of Japan for
contacts with the outside world a fascinating collection of
Japanese works had been established in Russia.

Since 1633—1639 the Shogunate government of Japan
issued a number of regulations to isolate the country from
the outside world. Foreigners were expelled from the coun-
try, and the Dutch factory (since 1641 it was restricted to
the Deshima island at the Nagasaki bay) became the only
allowed place for international commerce. It was forbidden
to export many Japanese goods, to build large ships, to go
abroad and return homeland. An edict of 1636 by the Sho-
gun Tokugawa lemitsu claimed: “The Japanese on their
return after a stay overseas are to be punished by death”.
These laws were in force until 1854.

It is not therefore surprising that Japanese products in
Europe were a rarity, and Japanese written works were
hardly known there. Except for officials of the Dutch East-
Indian Company, the Japanese language was but slightly
known in the Western world.

Until the beginning of the 18th century the Russian
were unaware of Japan and the Japanese. This ignorance
might have continued for a long time if an accident had not
happened to a certain Japanese sailor Denbei. Japanese
sailors who made coastal travels on their tiny boats often
suffered from ship-wrecking. Many junks, thrown away by
storms, lost their rudders, sails, masts and a part of crew
and after a few months drifted to Kamchatka, Aleut and
Commodore islands or Alaska.

In 1702, after an edict of Peter the Great, a certain
Denbeli, “a citizen of the Japanese state”, met in Kamchatka
by the Cossack Vladimir Atlasov, was commissioned to the
Artillery Register. Denbei was nominated to teach his na-
tive tongue to three or four soldiers' children. The materials
on his teaching activity are not extant, but it is known that
about 1730 in a special school attached to the Academy of
Sciences the first in Europe Japanese language course was
established, and dictionaries, phrase-books and manuals
were compiled. In the Oriental Archives of the St. Pe-
tersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies are still
being held the “Vocabularium”, the “New Slavo-Japonicum

Lexicon”, “An Introduction to Japanese Conversation”,
“Samples of Amiable Conversations”, a Japanese transla-
tion of the “Orbis pictus” by J. A. Komensky, made
through 1736—1739 by Gonza (a Japanese baptized as
Damian Pomortsev) and by a junior librarian A. Bogdanov.
The materials are of great value because the Japanese
words in them, in pronunciation of the Satsuma dialect (the
Kyushu island) that was native for Gonza, had been tran-
scribed in Russian letters [1].

The Nanbu dialect has been fixed in the “Russo-
Japanese Lexicon”, compiled in 1782 by Andrei Tatarinov,
a teacher in the Japanese-language school in Irkutsk [2].
The Ise dialect was preserved among materials written
down by Theodore Yankevich de Mirievo from Daikokuya
Kodayu, the captain of the commercial boat “Kamiyasu-
maru”, ship-wrecked to Russia in 1783 [3].

Daikokuya Kodayu spent in Russia 9 years, traveled
through it from the Aleut islands to St. Petersburg, twice
had audiences at Catherine the Great and owing to the ef-
forts of Russian businessmen, scholars and diplomats
gained a rare chance to return homeland. In autumn of
1792, along with two sailors of the “Kamiyasu-maru”, he
arrived to Japan on the Russian brig “Catherine”. The same
ship brought to Japan the first Russian diplomatic mission
headed by A. K. Laxman.

After his departure from St. Petersburg Daikokuya
Kodayu left behind a small collection of Japanese manu-
scripts and xylographs. Along with other Japanese rarities,
such as maps and schemes of Japanese cities, donated to
Catherine the Great by Dr. Schtiitzer, a physician of the
Dutch East-Indian Company, this collection was transmit-
ted to the Russian Academy of Science. It became the
foundation-stone of the first Russian collection of Japanese-
language works. Initially this collection, along with Japa-
nese utensils, rarities and coins, was held in the
Kunstkammera Museum, and in 1818, after the Asiatic Mu-
seum was established as a part of the Academy, the collec-
tion was moved there. The first catalogue of 29 Japanese
manuscripts and wood-block prints was compiled by
P. I. Kamensky and S. V. Lipovtsev, officials of the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs [4].

In spite of the artificial isolation of Japan from the out-
side world, Russian sailors, scholars and businessmen went
on to bring from the Pacific Ocean pieces of Japanese cul-
ture. The Japanese collection gradually increased. Among



