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ABSTRACT

After the Meiji Restoration, one of the priorities of the new government was the
modernization of the country along Western lines in order to allow Japan to take
its place in the international community dominated at that time by the Western
world. To this end the government sent Japanese students to Europe and the
United States, and hired thousands of foreign experts to aid in the modernization
of Japanese institutions such as the military, government administration, the legal
system, commerce, and education.

Among the experts hired by the Meiji government was Ottmar von Mohl (1846
-1922), a German career diplomat, who served as adviser and master of ceremonies
to the Imperial Court for two years from 1887 to 1889. His wife served a similar
capacity as adviser on matters relating to the Empress and ladies at court. Mohl
published an account of his work in Japan in 1904 under the title Am japanischen
Hofe. Mohl contributed to the reorganization of the Imperial Court in three ways:
helping to translate handbooks on European court etiquette into Japanese, explain-
ing the conventions of European etiquette to court officials, and offering his
suggestions for the reorganization of the court.

But Mohl’s account is not merely a matter of fact description of his job as
adviser. Rather these memoirs give insights into some of the problems encountered
in the course of modernization in the Meiji Era. Mohl writes about a clash between
Japanese and European cultures in such areas as the equal ranking of the Japanese
emperor and empress in official settings and the difference in moral and legal
thinking in regards to succession to the throne. Furthermore, Moh! often criticized
the modernization program as too radical and hasty, and leading to the loss of
precious aspects of Japanese culture. For example, he argued in vain for the
retention of traditional Japanese costume at court, after Ito Hirobumi and the
government had decided to adopt Western dress. He was more successful in
preserving traditional court music for official functions. He pointed with pride at
the program of traditional court music that was performed at the ceremonies
marking the promulgation of the Constitution and inauguration of the new Imperial
Diet. In this way, Mohl’s sensitivity to and appreciation of Japanese culture stands
in contrast not only to the views of some of the more enthusiastic Japanese
advocates of modernization, but also to the views of most contemporary Western
observers of Japan who considered the adoption of European ways in Japan as a
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matter of course.
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