“Why I Am Interested in Japanese Culture and Language”

Essay by Catherine Everetts

"Why are you interested in Japanese culture?" If you had asked me this question in an impromptu interview, I would have fumbled over my words. How could I know where to begin? There isn't a truly concise answer because there are so many answers I could give. It would be hard to narrow them down to one or two! Simply put, there is a combination of elegance, contemporariness, and creativity that appeals to me as an artist, both in the language and the arts: drawing, design, music, etc. I might not be able to answer the question of why I am interested in the Japanese culture and language in only a few seconds, but having had the time to express my heart in written form, the question can be answered more in-depth as it deserves.

My interest in Japan began in sixth grade with a combination of Japanese manga and the Japanese language itself, thanks to a friend showing me an issue of the English version of Shonen Jump. Since Shonen Jump listed character names both in romaji and kanji (or kana) and included some Japanese words and phrases on article pages, I got to see a tiny glimpse of the language for the first time. Then, instead of thinking "Wow, that looks so complicated and difficult to learn", I thought "Wow, that looks so elegant. I want to learn that!" At the same time, the unique art styles that I found within the pages of Shonen Jump inspired me just as the Japanese text had; it amped up my enthusiasm for drawing--something that I already loved to do anyway. The more I learned, the more I was moved, because something about the energy of Japan is moving.

Last summer I went on a month-long mission trip to China and experienced a similar feeling, perhaps due to the similarities between Japan and China, yet it wasn't quite the same because I was not moved in the same way. Because I couldn't read Chinese and I was there for a different purpose, instead it was like a fire of motivation was put underneath me all the more--a desire to go to Japan. The busy streets of China, the open air markets and packed supermarkets, the truly-convenient convenient stores, the simple transportation... Even though it wasn't home and I had never been before, somehow I felt familiar with that environment, even with the language barrier. It is difficult to properly explain, but even though I haven't been to Japan yet, I feel that I would feel the same way...perhaps even more so since most of my main interests relate directly to Japanese culture. For example, my initial interest with the language and manga remains true now, in addition to a love of Japanese music. I really like how the image of groups like Morning Musume is usually cute or serious rather than sultry alternatives. I support purity, and while I know not all groups or solo artists portray themselves as innocent, I tend to find it more often in J-pop than in mainstream music here in the United States. The sound and style of the songs are unique too, I think.

So part of my desire to learn the Japanese language comes from wanting to better support and keep up with my favorite groups, and then share with others here who might not have heard of them. I want to understand most of the Japanese songs I listen to without having to pick them apart and translate them to English first, and then be able to provide accurate translations for the fans who don't understand Japanese but enjoy the music. Similarly, I want to be able to read manga (and other Japanese books) in their original language and introduce new finds to friends. But more than that, I want to travel in Japan without being afraid of not being able to communicate, to conduct business in Japanese in the future, and to converse smoothly with Japanese friends in their native language. Overall, I want to share Japan with others!

From my initial interest in and fascination with Japan until now, I have been continuously moved and inspired to keep drawing, learning, and listening. Not a day goes by without me interacting with some aspect of Japan in one way or another, so every day the familiarity I sense grows a little more. The complexity of the language has not daunted me from trying to learn it; I decided from the beginning that it is not impossible to learn, and I still believe that now. The more that I learn and understand, the more excited I get about learning and participating more. 

