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About the Author

Natsume Sōseki (1867–1916) is considered one of Japan’s greatest and most influential modern writers. Born to a wealthy, landowning family who put him up for adoption, Sōseki was marked by childhood insecurities, further compounded by the death of his mother. Much against the wishes of his family, he dreamt of life as a writer, and after a career in teaching, including several years in London, he embarked on his literary career in 1903. The success of I Am a Cat, first serialised in 1905, brought Sōseki nationwide fame, and he went on to write some of Japan’s most cherished contemporary novels, including Kokoro, Botchan and Kusamakura.

Nick Bradley holds a PhD from UEA focusing on the figure of the cat in Japanese literature. He lived in Japan for many years, where he worked as a translator, and he currently teaches on the creative writing master’s programme at the University of Cambridge. He is the author of two novels, The Cat and The City and Four Seasons in Japan.
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To Rosie and Weasel …

… and all the cats




Introduction and Translator’s Note

I’m sometimes asked, ‘What is it with all these Japanese cat books?’ and most often, the simplest answer is: ‘I Am a Cat.’

This is where it all begins, with the novel you’re holding right now, or more specifically, with Natsume Sōseki’s opening line – one of the most famous lines in all of Japanese literature, translated literally as: ‘I am a cat. I still don’t have a name.’ Cats had found their way into Japanese stories and art before this, but it was Sōseki’s I Am a Cat that popularized cats as a trend, and sowed the seeds for a literary trope in contemporary Japanese fiction – let’s call it the purr-thetic fur-lacy – whereby it is the behaviour of the cats (not the weather) that mirrors the emotions of characters. Arguably, if it weren’t for Sōseki’s nameless, professorial cat and his ironical musings on Meiji society, there simply wouldn’t be the phenomenon of Japanese cat books we see today. But to understand why, one needs to know a little bit about Sōseki himself first.

Natsume Sōseki is widely considered to be the godfather of the modern Japanese novel. Born Natsume Kinnosuke in what was then called Edo, now Tokyo, in 1867 to an aristocratic former samurai family, he was a late child and considered a source of some embarrassment to his elderly parents, and so he was given to another couple to be raised. It was a difficult start to a life that went on to be plagued by ill health, both physically and mentally, Sōseki dying in 1916 at the age of forty-nine from a chronic stomach condition (he was reported to have eaten some salted nuts at a party, against a doctor’s recommendation).

Sōseki 漱石 (literally meaning gargle stone) was the pen name which he chose for himself, as was customary amongst haiku poets and artists in Japan. But short and sweet as this name is, the name came laden with history.

The story went that in ancient China, there once was a poet named Sun Chu, who misquoted this original line from a poem:

「枕石漱水」 (chinseki sōsui – pillow stone, gargle water)

This original line means for one to retreat from the world and lead a simple life, with a stone for a pillow, rinsing out the mouth with water from the river. However, Sun Chu mixed up the order, and substituted the word ‘river’ for ‘water’ saying:

「漱石枕流」 (sōseki chinryū – gargle stone, pillow river)

When people pointed out that Sun Chu had made a mistake, he stubbornly refused to accept his error, insisting that rinsing his mouth with stones would polish his teeth, and using the river as a pillow would keep his ears clean. And so, the four-character saying sōseki chinryū began to take on the meaning of being ‘a sore loser’ or ‘stubbornly refusing to admit being wrong’.

From knowing the story behind the pen-name, we garner several things about Sōseki the man, and the character he wanted to project for himself. First, he was well versed in Chinese classical literature. Second, he was stubborn. Third, he was aware of his stubbornness. And finally, he had a sense of humour.

It is this stubborn sense of humour, knowledge of Chinese classical literature, and a deep understanding of Western literature which can be heard in the voice of our educated cat narrator and his master, in I Am a Cat. Sōseki’s own writerly voice in Japanese was formed by a fusion of various writing cultures around the world, and his extensive knowledge of them as a reader and scholar, in particular, those of Britain and China.

In his youth, Sōseki was a student of Chinese literature, but after the Meiji Restoration and the rapid westernization of Japan in the late nineteenth century, he made the strategic decision to enter the up-and-coming English Literature Department at the University of Tokyo (then called Imperial University).

After graduation, he spent some time in the provinces teaching English in schools, before he was asked by the government to come to England to study British literature in 1900, under the assumption he would then return to Japan to occupy a position as an expert on the subject. Sōseki attempted to refuse this request several times, before he was eventually ordered. The stipend the Japanese government gave him was not enough to study at Cambridge, as he’d wished, and so he took lodgings in London, met informally with a lecturer in English literature from UCL, bought far too many books, holed himself up in his room and went quite mad.

I have built a story of my own from all I have read about the man; perhaps it is not the entire story, and a lot of my ideas are not a true representation of what really happened. All we have in life are stories. But from what I have read of his letters, diaries and writing during his time in London, he was horribly isolated, homesick and lonely. As he wrote to his wife, Kyoko, in 1902:

Lately, my nerves are shot. My mood is clouded, and I feel extreme distress. But there is no need to worry, as this is not so very serious.fn1


His friends worried for him, understandably, and, as a lone Japanese man in a very cold and unwelcoming London, I imagine he was experiencing a terrible culture shock. He was also experiencing a sense of failure and disappointment regarding English literature itself. While Sōseki found great enjoyment and fulfilment when it came to the study of Chinese poetry (he also mastered the art of its composition), he conversely found English literature empty in comparison. I also imagine the task he’d been set by the government to become an expert in the subject was something quite impossible. While going through his notebooks at Tōhoku University in Sendai, I stumbled across his own attempts to compose poetry in English, and in those works I saw a sadness and frustration that I myself have experienced when attempting to write with any sense of lyricism in Japanese. For my part, any creative writing I have attempted in Japanese has always come out sounding like a business email. And while Sōseki’s English poetry was competent, I imagine he felt frustration at painting in a medium he didn’t feel comfortable working in, completely at odds with how high he had soared with his Chinese poetry and Japanese haiku compositions.

During his time in London, he did make friends of two sisters with whom he lodged in Battersea, and they encouraged him to get out of his room and take up bicycling to keep his spirits up. But overall, his time in London was mostly miserable.

On top of this, Sōseki’s dear friend, the haiku poet Masaoka Shiki, died while he was in London. He was asked to write an elegy for Shiki, and wrote back:

I accept your request that I write about him as he was in life, but I have no idea what I should write and am in a daze, unable to organize my thoughts … I struggle to compose a few verses in memoriam, but sitting here in my high English collar and eating nothing but steak, haiku don’t come easily to mind … These days I am become a bizarre creature, half Westerner and half Japanese. When I write in Japanese, English spills crazily on to the page. When I use English, I am quickly stymied and long to switch to Japanese. I am like a mooncalf beyond succour. I shall return to Japan an English dandy, a flower in my lapel, astride a bicycle.


Upon Sōseki’s return to Japan, things did not improve for his mental health. He began teaching English literature at the University of Tokyo, taking over from the extremely popular Lafcadio Hearn who had just been pushed out of the position. Disgruntled students were not welcoming towards Sōseki and saw him as part of a plot to oust Hearn, which he most certainly was not. Friends reported that he was withdrawn. He would come to give his lectures, but as his contemporary Nogami Toyoichirō said, ‘on the rare occasions when he did stop in at the faculty lounge, he would turn his chair away from his colleagues, ignoring them, and sink into his book. In those days, following his return from England, he was horribly depressed and antisocial.’

Reading about this period in his life, I can relate. All of his actions are something I experienced myself when I returned to Britain after long stints of living in Japan. Culture shock is something we all expect, and are prepared for. Reverse culture shock, on the other hand, is far more unexpected and debilitating. Returning home to a place we have created in our minds, and finding it not as we remembered, is much harder than leaving home for somewhere we expect to be different. The ultimate realization that we can never go home, is a deeply upsetting one, and the cause of an awful melancholy from which it is hard to recover. Or maybe this is just what growing old is.

To make matters worse for Sōseki, Japan was changing at an alarming rate. The Meiji Period was a tumultuous time of rapid modernization. The country had only recently opened its borders to the rest of the world, having spent a period of roughly two hundred and fifty years in isolation, known in Japanese as sakoku. Sōseki’s dispatch to London was part of the drive in Meiji times to look to the West and to modernize, and to westernize, as quickly as possible. These themes of traditional Japanese culture clashing with all things modern and Western are at the satirical heart I Am a Cat.

For all of his personal crises, ill health and mental trauma, Sōseki might actually have been experiencing the grit that formed the pearl – the transition from Natsume Kinnosuke, the scholar of English literature, into Natsume Sōseki, the Japanese novelist. As Sōseki himself said:

Neurasthenia and madness have spurred me, willingly or not, in the direction of creative writing. […] Thinking about this now, I believe I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to my neurasthenia and madness.


Perhaps it was this sense of reverse culture shock experienced by Sōseki that allowed him to see Meiji Japan as an outsider would – like, say, a cat.

What eventually became the novel I Am a Cat originally began as a short story published in 1905 in the literary magazine Hototogisu (the Japanese word for ‘cuckoo’). The story, when it was published, was so incredibly popular that Sōseki, similar to Conan Doyle and his popular Sherlock Holmes character, found himself pressured by the Japanese reading public into writing more stories from the perspective of his feline narrator. So, what you hold in your hands is the first volume of many serialized instalments collected together, of which there are a further two volumes.

One can see how this real-life reception was reflected in Sōseki’s writing of subsequent instalments of I Am a Cat. At the beginning of Chapter 2, for example, we see the master receiving fan mail referring to his famous cat, and the fictional cat also begins to puff himself up with his newfound fame. These instalments sometimes were responding to the real world, as they were written. Whether it’s reference to the Japanese victory at Port Arthur in the Russo-Japanese war, or Kushami penning an elegy for a friend who has just died, this book contains moments that directly reflect the time in which each instalment was written, on both a personal and a public level.

Now, the first thing to be clear about is that despite Sōseki beginning the Japanese cat book trend, this is not a cosy read, as some contemporary cat books are. This is a satirical book, and Sōseki could be a difficult and harshly critical man. The educated voice of the cat, looking down on the human characters and passing judgement, is an obvious outlet for Sōseki’s own criticisms of the time in which he wrote. The voice of the cat mimics the voice of its owner, Kushami (a pun on the word ‘sneeze’), and Kushami himself, with his moustache, dodgy stomach and pockmarked face, which the cat so brazenly mocks, is a self-deprecating portrait of Sōseki the author. Kushami is a mirror to Sōseki, and so too is the cat, but the cat is also a mirror to Japanese Meiji society at the time the novel was written, and the cat’s criticisms of the characters he encounters reflects a reentering, or representation, of a society that was aping the West blindly, without any true knowledge or understanding of the cultures being borrowed from. The cat is a neutral entity – not Japanese, not Western – but just a nameless cat.

Some readers might notice, as the novel progresses, the focus becomes less and less on cats, and more on the humans the cat meets, and how they interact with one another, and largely becomes a study of human rather than cat behaviour – an indication of the direction Sōseki’s celebrated writing career would take in his future novels. That is to say, if you’re here for the cats, Volume I is where you’ll find them.

My own relationship with Sōseki – first as a reader, then as a writer, academic, and now as a translator – is a long and deeply personal one.

I first became acquainted with Sōseki and his work when I moved to Japan a couple of decades ago. I originally planned to go for a year, but that year turned into a twenty-year-plus obsession with the language, the culture, the food and the people. I moved to the country having just obtained a master’s degree in English literature, but with no Japanese language to speak of (I could ask where the toilet was, but wouldn’t understand the answer), and had no real understanding of the culture whatsoever. I had no idea what was going on around me, and I loved every second of being thrown in at the deep end.

Being a graduate of literature, the first thing I did to become acquainted with the culture was to read. I read as many books by Japanese writers as I could get my hands on. Whenever I met new Japanese friends who liked to read, I would badger them for book recommendations. Of course, people recommended different writers, depending on tastes. Some said Tanizaki, some Mishima, some Murakami, some Yoshimoto Banana, some Kanehara Hitomi, some Ekuni Kaori, some Kawabata. But everyone said Sōseki.

When I finally got around to reading him, I found Sōseki’s writing touched me in a way few writers do. His wry humour, pessimism, self-deprecation, sadness, seriousness and silliness all struck a chord. He seemed a writer like no other – and he held the power to move me in ways other writers could not. I distinctly remember sitting on a beach with a can of Asahi beer in one hand and a copy of Sōseki’s novel Kokoro clasped in the other. I’d just broken up with my then girlfriend who was, at that very moment, flying back to England. I’d made the heartbreaking decision of choosing Japan over her. I recall staring out at the calm waters of the Seto Inland Sea, relishing Kokoro as one of the greatest novels I had ever read. The title – a tricky one to translate, wisely left in the original Japanese – means ‘heart’ and/or ‘mind’. Gripped by the power of Sōseki’s tale of love, loss, loyalty, friendship, youth and old age, he offered me a tiny epiphany: travel broadens the mind, but it stretches the heart.

I’ve travelled a lot since then, but wherever I’ve found myself I have carried Sōseki in my heart and mind. I spent three months going through his book collection and archives at Tohoku University in Sendai. I’ve cycled to his grave in Zōshigaya cemetery; to the house he lodged at in Battersea when he lived in England; and to a replica of his cat’s grave in the Waseda neighbourhood of Tokyo. In a bizarre turn of events, I’ve even shown his grandson around the town in which I currently live in the UK – Norwich. One of my prized possessions to this day is my Japanese copy of I Am a Cat, which contains a dedication and a cartoon drawing of a cat by Sōseki’s grandson, of course, with a speech bubble coming out of its mouth saying, ‘I am a cat!’

In other ways, I’ve carried Sōseki with me through my writing, too. Just like Sōseki’s, my own writing journey began at thirty-seven, and just like Sōseki’s that journey began with a fictional cat – in my case, with my novel The Cat and The City. The story of a stray calico cat in Tokyo, that first book pays an obvious homage to I Am a Cat. But in subtler ways, I tried to evoke echoes of Sōseki’s novels Botchan and Sanshiro in my second book, Four Seasons in Japan.

Should I have been surprised then to find myself translating Sōseki? Perhaps not. But having now completed what has been an incredibly difficult job of translating I Am a Cat’s first volume, my understanding of Sōseki’s genius has been taken to a whole new level. Murakami Haruki has said that the experience of translating The Great Gatsby from Japanese to English unlocked secrets in the novel he’d never noticed before, despite having read it numerous times. And I understand better now what Murakami meant when he said this.

Being asked to produce a modern translation of Sōseki felt like being tasked with translating a novelist as important to the Japanese as Dickens is to the British. Just as Dickens was on our five-pound note, so too was Sōseki for a long time the face of the one-thousand-yen bill. The huge honour has at times felt like a millstone around my neck. I’ve felt certain I could not do the original justice (I still don’t feel I have). But here, I quote from Edith Grossman in her excellent Translator’s Note at the beginning of her formidable translation of Don Quixote:

I believe that my primary obligation as a literary translator is to recreate for the reader in English the experience of the reader in Spanish.


And this is a sentiment I have held close to my heart while working on this new translation. This is an entirely new version of I Am a Cat. It is my version. My attempt to retell the story to English readers. As Emily Wilson points out in her Translator’s Note to her version of The Odyssey:

It is traditional in statements like this Translator’s Note to bewail one’s own inadequacy when trying to be faithful to the original […] My translation is, like all translations, an entirely different text from the original poem.


So, I’m not going to make excuses here, but I will give some explanations, in case people wonder why I have made certain decisions. Because this is a book that required translation not only of language, but of culture and time, too.

I have aimed not just to translate the experience of a contemporary reader in Japanese, but more to recreate the experience of a Japanese reader from the time the book was written. By this I mean, the emotional journey of the Meiji reader, or what Walter Benjamin refers to in his essay ‘The Task of the Translator’ as the pure language of the original. If there is a point in the text when a Meiji reader would have laughed, I’ve attempted to make sure that a modern reader of English will also laugh, even if it meant having to slightly rework the joke, because of an inability to replicate the original Japanese play on words.

The translation process was a tough one. Probably the toughest thing I’ve ever done in my life. I would gladly write five novels of my own, rather than have to translate one of someone else’s again (I’m obviously exaggerating slightly). But I found some mornings I would rattle through a paragraph at an astonishing rate, only to be consumed by a single sentence for days. How would I find a single word, or a pun, that would get across just how funny Sōseki is in the original? It was extremely satisfying when I finally hit upon something, but then, having it down in front of me, I would begin to doubt my rendition, and would find myself rooting around for something even better. It felt like a task that had no end to it. What motivated me to try harder was the spiritual presence on my shoulder of Sōseki’s cat, shaking his head at my poor attempt to recreate his genius.

I made certain decisions with the overall tone of the book, which I’d like to explain. Diving into the original prose, I was struck by its clarity. The crispness of Sōseki’s sentences strikes through clearly upon reading. His Japanese was fresh and felt very modern, and so I’ve tried to retain that sense in the English. Contemporary readers may note a certain Britishness to this version, and this was a conscious decision on my part. I tried to retain a turn-of-the-twentieth-century British English to this translation, for a few reasons. One is because it suits the historical Meiji Period, another is because it reflects the books that Sōseki would have been reading in English, like Tristram Shandy and others, which then influenced his writing in Japanese. I’ve tried not to overdo it, though. In an effort to place the novel in time, there might have been the dangerous tendency to overcook the English prose, to overcomplicate it, or make it sound more archaic than it would have sounded to a Meiji reader – and most of all, I wanted it to feel fresh and contemporary, with only slight sprinklings of early-twentieth-century Britishisms.

Translating the first line of I Am a Cat is a notoriously difficult task. When talking to my friends who teach Japanese literature at universities, it’s been common for me to hear that this is the text they give their students to translate.

The Japanese is:

吾輩は猫である。名前はまだない。

Wagahai wa neko de aru. Namae wa mada nai.



Translated by Aiko Ito and Graeme Wilson in 1972 as:

I am a cat. As yet I have no name.



Translated by me in 2025 as:

I, ladies and gentlemen, am a cat. But I still don’t have a name.



So, why the difference? I spent forever trying to think about how to translate these two sentences. They appear so simple. But why are they complicated, and what is being lost here in translation? Well, the simple answer requires a complex explanation. In Japanese, pronouns are not used very often, as when one thinks about it, they’re not really all that necessary. If I say ‘go Hiroshima’ the implication is that I am going. If I put a rising intonation on the same two words and ask a question ‘go Hiroshima?’ it’s fairly obvious I’m asking you, so I don’t really need to insult your intelligence by saying ‘you’.

However, for a language which doesn’t use pronouns that often, there are an awful lot of them to refer to the ‘I’ who is speaking. To list a few: watashi, watakushi, washi, ore, boku, atashi, uchi, jibun, sessha, et cetera. And these pronouns carry with them a subtext. For example, some are used by women exclusively, some are used by the old, some by the young. Some imply modesty, and some imply arrogance. One of the above (sessha) is only used by samurai.

In the case of the cat – he chooses wagahai, an archaic courtly pronoun. And this sets the tone of the whole book. The cat is an overly educated cat, who is acting well above his station, purely because he happens to squat in the house of a teacher; a joke encoded in the language that cannot be translated, and so I added the words ‘ladies and gentlemen’ next to the ‘I’, in order to convey the tone that is inevitably lost when the words are replicated in English. I translated the second sentence as ‘I still don’t have a name’ because this exact phrase appears as a refrain later in the text. The ‘But’ at the beginning of the second sentence was suggested by my editor, Nick Skidmore, and I like the balance and interplay it creates between these two sentences. Nick and I were also very pleased to see that this very same ‘But’ was present in an early 1906 English translation of the book by Ando Kanichi, which Sōseki himself revised, and therefore approved of.

I shan’t go into further details about the difficult task of translating I Am a Cat, but I will merely say that I have taken some liberties here and there. Due to the serialized nature of the work, I’ve cleaned up some inconsistencies in order to make it feel more like a novel; human characters use the Japanese convention of -san, -chan, -sama suffixes, while cats use Mr, Ms, Miss, Mrs; I’ve standardized the tense used throughout the book and have settled on a consistent simple past tense, because this works better for contemporary English readers, although in the original the cat switches around, sometimes using simple present and sometimes the present progressive in Japanese; at times I’ve deviated slightly from the literal meanings of Japanese words in order to preserve the spirit of the original, so that you might feel what it is like to read the book in the original Japanese, without having to learn Japanese from scratch in order to parse complicated Japanese wordplay; I’ve kept some kanji in the book, which might be helpful both for readers familiar to Japanese, and those who are unfamiliar, so they understand what is going on; I’ve added full names to the Western writers and artists alluded to in the text, when Sōseki would sometimes only use a surname, partly because some of those Westerners he refers to are more obscure than they were in 1905 Meiji Japan; Japanese names go in Japanese order, i.e. surname followed by first name; I’ve tried to avoid footnotes, but have added extra context in the
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