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Baba Sajuro’s Translation of a Russian Letter:
Before Studying with Golovnin
HIRANO Mitsuru

It is well known that Baba Sajuro, who was called a genius in
linguistics, learned Russian under the guidance of Golovnin, a
Russian captive, on order of the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1813
‘(Bunka 10), and completed “Bunpo Kihan” (Standard Grammar),
the first Russian grammar in Japan.

This article attempts to introduce a new historical material titled
“Hokuhen Kibun” (4 Verbatim Record about Northern Areas, in the
possession of the main library of Meiji University) which indicates
the linguistic ability of 'Sajuro before meeting with Golovnin, and
discloses the early stage of Russian learning in Japan.

In 1811 (Bunka 8), Captain Golovnin and some of his ship’s
company were captured by the Japanese while the Russian ship
Diana was engaged in measuring off Kunashir Island. Ricolodo
who remained in the Diane wrote a letter in Russian to the
captured Golovnin, and the letter was picked up by the Japanese
authorities. The Shogunate had Golovnin read the letter and
inquired him of its content, but the goverment could not believe
in the captive’s explanation. The Tokugawa Shogunate directed
Baba Sajuro to translate the letter into Japanese. Since Sajuro
had taken rudimentary lessons in Russian from Daikokuya Ko-
dayu, a Japanese drifter returned from Russia, before studying
with Golovnin, he had some knowledge about the language.
However, it seemed that Sajuro was not proficient enough to
translate sentences in the letter correctly. .

What Sajuro did was to choose appropriate Japanese words for
each Russian word listed in the notebook which he had learned
from Kodayu. At this stage of his learning, Sajuro was not able
to translate the letter into Japanese well enough, and he only
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grasped the fact the letter was written to the Russian captive
rather than to the Japanese officials.

Then, Sajuro broke the sentences of the letter into individual
words, which he rearranged in alphabetical order, and he handed
‘this list to the Russian captive and had him explain it. Sajuro’s
handwriting of Russian was so excellent and well-trained that
‘Golovnin was convinced that the word list had been completed
by Westerners rather than Japanese. Sajuro applied the meaning
of Russian words given by Golovnin to each word in the sen-
tences of the letter. Thus, without knowing Russian grammar,
Sajuro accomplished the translation in the same way as Chinese
classics were dealt with.

While engaged in the translation, Sajuro appealed to the Sho-
gunate that in order to translate Russian correctly the grammar
should be l}earned from books and a Russian dictionary should
be used instead of learning by ear as in the case of Kodayu.
Ostensibly, as a result of his appeal, Sajuro and Adachi were
appointed and ordered to learn Russian under the guidance of
Golovnin. Consequently, they authored the first Russian grammar
in Japan as the outcome of their learning. Thus, the basis of
Russian learning in Japan was founded.
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