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The 1887 translation of Apuleius’ Golden Ass by Morita Shiken (1861-1897), while based on an 
English intermediary and heavily modified, stands as the first work of Greco-Roman literature to 
be published in modern Japanese (cf. Gonoji 2006 30-31, Watanabe 2001-2002) and is of crucial 
importance in the history of classical reception in East Asia. My presentation aims to clarify its 
textual, literary and cultural relationship to Apuleius, point out its significance in early modern 
Japanese literature, and illuminate a neglected corner in the rich reception history of The Golden 
Ass (cf. Schmeling 2003: xxii, Albrecht and Schmeling 1996 1460-1467), while making use of 
critical strategies developed in recent scholarship on classical reception (e.g. Hardwick 2003, 
Martindale and Thomas 2006). 
     It may be safely assumed that Shiken relied on an English translation since he knew no other 
Western language, but no investigation has been made so far to determine which version he used. 
Of the four English translations available by 1887 (Adlington 1566, Taylor 1822, Head 1851, 
Anon. Bohn 1853), close textual analysis reveals the anonymous Bohn to be the most likely 
source, as Shiken's text incorporates materials from its notes and summaries. 
     Apuleius' most pornographic passages, printed in Latin in Bohn, would have been inaccessible 
to Shiken and are omitted in his translation. The Japanese version makes other changes of its own, 
removing much of the religious and mythological content that properly belongs to the ancient 
cultural horizon. The plot too is modified in the direction of greater acceptability in the 
contemporary moral climate, with Photis helping Lucius recover his human form and the two 
happily married in the end. Likewise, the tales of adulterous women are conflated and 
transformed so that marital transgressions more often end in shame and divorce. One can also see 
a degree of acculturation at work in the illustrations accompanying the editions of 1888 and later, 
as the clothing, architecture and other details therein are of the contemporary West. Traces of the 
alien context of the original Golden Ass are not completely obliterated, however, as the story is 
specifically stated to come from ancient Greece, parenthetical notes point out and explain such 
foreign institutions as the Roman legion and damnatio ad bestias, and Greek and Roman names 
are rendered in more or less faithful transcriptions based on their pronunciation in English. 
     Japanese novelist and playwright Izumi Kyōka (1873-1939) enthusiastically read Shiken's 
Golden Ass when it was first serialized in the Yūbin hōchi newspaper, and Japanese scholars have 
recently pointed out a number of linguistic and literary parallels between Shiken's Apuleius and 
Kyōka's most famous work, The Holy Man of Mount Kōya (Kōya hijiri) (Fujisawa 1989, Noguchi 
2005). A powerful tale of erotic temptation and spiritual redemption in a world full of 
supernatural dangers, Kyōka's novel evokes the literary texture of Apuleius to a remarkable 
degree and testifies to the lasting impact of The Golden Ass in a culture far removed from its 
ancient Mediterranean origin. 
 

 
 



An Educational and Improving Novel: The Golden Ass in Meiji Japan 

 
Selective Bibliography 

 
Albrecht, Michael Von and Gareth Schmeling. Ruth Caston and Francis R. Schwartz (trans.). A 

History of Roman Literature: From Livius Andronicus to Boethius: With Special Regard to its 
Influence on World Literature. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1997. 

Anon. The Works of Apuleius. Comprising the Metamorphoses, or Golden Ass, the God of 
Socrates, the Florida, and His Defence, or a Discourse on Magic. A New Translation. London: 
H.G. Bohn, 1853. 

Doody, Margaret Anne. The True Story of the Novel. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
1996. 

Fujisawa, Hideyuki. "Kōya hijiri: hitotsuya no onna wo megutte” (The Holy Man of Mount Kōya: 
on the Woman of the Lone House). Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 54.11 (1989): 98-102. 

Gonoji, Masahiro. "Meiji no Purautousu: Sagara Tsuneo 'Futago no deai' ni tsuite" (Plautus in the 
Meiji Period: On a Translation of Menaechmi by Tsuneo Sagara). Nihongo Nihon bunka 32 
(2006): 1-35. 

Hardwick, Lorna. Reception Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003. 
Head, Sir George. The Metamorphoses of Apuleius; a Romance of the Second Century. London: 

Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1851. 
Izumi Kyōka. Charles Shirō Inouye (trans.) Japanese Gothic Tales. Honolulu: University of 

Hawai‘i Press, 1996. 
Martindale, Charles and Richard F. Thomas (eds.). Classics and the Uses of Reception. Oxford: 

Blackwell, 2006. 
Mertz, John Pierre. Novel Japan: Spaces of Nationhood in Early Meiji Narrative, 1870-88. Ann 

Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, 2003. 
Morita Shiken. Eiri kyōiku kairyō shōsetsu. Girishia ibun: Kinro monogatari kan (An Illustrated, 

Educational, Improving Novel. A Strange Greek Tale: The Story of the Golden Ass, Complete). 
Tokyo: Bunsen dō, 1888. 

Morita Shiken. Kawato Michiaki et al. (eds.). Morita Shiken shū II (Collected Works of Morita 
Shiken II). Tokyo: Ōzorasha, 2003. 

Noguchi, Tetsuya. "Shirakijo monogatari kara Kōya hijiri e: Morita Shiken yaku Kinro 
monogatari no juyō to hōhō" (From The Tale of Shirakijo to The Holy Man of Mount Kōya: 
Reception and Method of Morita Shiken’s translation The Story of the Golden Ass). Nihon 
kindai bungaku 73 (2005): 33-47. 

Schmeling, Gareth (ed.). The Novel in the Ancient World. Boston and Leiden: Brill, 2003. 
Taniguchi, Yasuhiko. Meiji no honyaku ō: Denki Morita Shiken (The Meiji King of Translation: 

Morita Shiken, a Biography). Okayama: Sanyō Shinbunsha, 2000. 
Taylor, Thomas. The Metamorphosis, or Golden Ass, of Apuleius. London: Robert Triphook and 

Thomas Rodd, 1822. 
Watanabe, Masahiro (ed.). Nippon seiyō kotengaku bunkenshi: kirishitan jidai kara shōwa 

nijūnen made no chosaku bunken nenpyō (1)-(3) (A Bibliographic History of Classical Studies 
in Japan: A Chronological Table of Writings from the Kirishitan Era to 1945). Kyoto: Tanaka 
purinto, 2001-2002. 


