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Minakata Kumagusu in London through the Newspaper Articles

Ryugo MATSUI*

Minakata Kumagusu (1867-1941) known as a pioneering Japanese folklorist and naturalist, stayed in Lon-
don from 1892 to 1900, studying mainly in the British Museum Library and contributing English essays to
Nature and Notes and Queries. As the retrospect of Minakata himself after returning to Japan often contains
much exaggeration and self-dramatisation on his activities abroad, it is necessary to refer the other primary
documents both in Japanese and foreign languages to know the facts of his academic achievements. The arti-
cles in the British newspapers of the period are quite useful resource for such an objective verification both
directly and indirectly related to Minakata. In this paper, I would like to analyse from the following three
different perspectives on his footsteps in London, using the newspaper archives :

1 public response to Minakata’s papers on Nature
2 Victorian social repression against homosexuality and Minakata’s study on sexology in the British Library
3 Minakata’s friendship with Sun-Yatsen and Robert Douglas
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Pall Mall Gazette, Monday 09 October 1893, “Science Notes”

Nature contains a lengthy description, by Mr. Kumagusu Minakata, of the early Chinese and Japanese
astronomical mythology. The classificatory terms are almost as peculiar in their way as those affected
by the printing community. A group of stars is called a “Seat.” With Polaris as the centre, the heavens
are divided radially into twenty-eight “Inns,” each containing a typical constellation from which it derives
its name. The Sing (a star) being identified with Tsing (the spirit). “The body grows on earth, and its
spirit is perfected in the heavens.” Thus the Emperor, the Empress, and the whole of the Court circle fig-
ure prominently in the arrangement, together with all the objects that pertain to domestic life : agricul-
ture, buildings. occupations, civil and topographical divisions, and even philosophical and theological
notions. In the last connection, “positiveness, virtue, prodigy, fate fortune wrong, &c.,” all have a coun-

terpart in the celestial arrangement and nomenclature.
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8) Coventry Evening Telegraph Saturday 10 November 1894

"Suicide in Prison: A Mysterious Defendant”

Last Saturday a well dressed man, who suppressed his name, was charged at the Southwark Police Court with
assaulting a boy, and remanded until today. When the case was called on, the Chief Clerk read a note from
the Governor of Holloway gaol, stating that the prisoner committed suicide in his cell last night. The defend-
ing solicitor told the magistrate he believed there was a complete answer to the charge. The magistrate said
that would be seen at the inquest, when doubtless the whole facts would come out. Throughout the whole case
the accused’s name was not mentioned. It is alleged the prisoner committed suicide with a piece of broken
glass.

9) “The Suicide in Holloway Gaol”, The Standard, 12 Nov. 1894, p.6.

10) “The Suicide in Holloway Gaol,” The Standard, 14 Nov. 1894.

11) “The statement that appeared in this journal — and in other newspapers — that the accused person had been previ-
ously charged with having committed a similar offence, is, we are informed, absolutely without any sort of founda-
tion, and we are sorry that it found its way into our columns.”

12) Any male person who, in public or private, commits, or is a party to the commission of, or procures, or attempts
to procure the commission by any male person of, any act of gross indecency shall be guilty of a misdemeanour,
and being convicted shall be liable at the discretion of the Court to be imprisoned for any term not exceeding two
years, with or without hard labour.
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