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Nagasaki ezu An illustrated map of Nagasaki’. Printed ¢.1680 (ex Kaempfer, British Library Or.75.g.25)
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Front cover and first page of Kochi Hoin godenki.
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The Kaempfer Japanese Collection in the British Library
Hamish Todd

Head of East Asian Collections, The British Library

The British Library is the national library of the United Kingdom. It was created in 1973 by the British Library Act
1972 by bringing together the British Museum Library and various smaller bibliographic organisations. Through
the legal deposit system it receives a copy of every publication produced or distributed in the UK. Its collection of
over 170 million items includes materials from every age of written civilisation and 3 million new items added every
year.

The British Library’s holdings of material written in Japanese include approximately 4,000 early woodblock-printed
works and 400 manuscripts. The majority of these were collected by four individuals: the physicians Engelbert
Kaempfer (1651-1716) and Philipp Franz von Siebold (1796-1866), the diplomat Sir Ernest Mason Satow (1843-1929)
and the surgeon William Anderson (1844-1900). This material was transferred from the British Museum to the
British Library on its establishment in 1973 and today they form part of the Library’s Asian and African Collections.

The first of these Japanese collections were some forty-five works formerly belonged to Engelbert Kaempfer, author
of celebrated The History of Japan, published in 1727. Kaempfer was a German physician employed by the Dutch
East India Company. From 1690-92 he served as medical officer in the Dutch trading factory on Deshima, the
artificial island constructed in Nagasaki Bay by the Tokugawa government to house the foreign merchants. During
his time in Japan Kaempfer amassed a large number of books, manuscripts, paintings, botanical drawings and
artefacts, which he used as sources for his writings following his return to Europe. Between 1723 and 1725, some
years after Kaempfer’s death, his family sold his collections, notebooks and papers to the polymath Sir Hans Sloane.
When Sloane died in 1753, his vast collections became part of the newly established British Museum and the
Kaempfer material thus became one of its foundation collections.

Kaempfer’s Japanese collection comprises chiefly maps, dictionaries, travel guides, chronologies, directories and
popular literature, including historical novels, poetry and Joruri texts. At first sight, they are not remarkable in
themselves, being mostly small in format and ephemeral in subject matter, typical of the printed material that would
have been readily available while Kaempfer was in Japan. However, with the passage of time, they have acquired a
rarity value and bibliographical interest since few such items are extant in Japan. The numerous annotations in
Kaempfer’s own hand in many of these books bear witness that these were his working library for his published
works and give an insight into his understanding of Japan and its culture.

For many years, his Japanese books lay among the Japanese collections of the British Museum, virtually
unrecognised and unappreciated. As notes in a number of the books reveal, in December 1770 a Chinese model-
maker living in London named Chetqua examined them with a view to identifying their contents for the Museum.
As he had no knowledge of the Japanese language, Chetqua frequently simply guessed at the subject of the books,
often with surprising or humorous results.

As well as printed books and maps, the collection also includes a group of seven archival documents, which shed
light on Kaempfer’s life in Deshima. Among them are a paper copy of a pass allowing entry to Deshima and a
contract guaranteeing the good conduct of Kaempfer’s student servant. This document reveals the identity of the
servant whom Kaempfer had credited anonymously in the preface of the History of Japan with risking his own life to
help him obtain the books and materials he needed. The young man was none other than Imamura Gen’emon
(Eisei) &A1 4 79 (9845) (1671-1736) who rose to become chief interpreter (Otsuji) and to play an important role
in Dutch-Japanese relations.

The British Library is delighted that through collaboration with the National Institute of Japanese Literature, digital
images of Kaempfer’s collection of Japanese material will be made available online to researchers around the world.
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