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Understanding Japan through Travel:
Paul Claudel, French Ambassador

Keiko IDO*

Abstract

Paul Claudel was French ambassador to Japan from 1921 to 1927. He traveled extensively,
and was thus able to observe and understand much of Japanese culture and the lives of the
people.

He made long official tours to western Japan several times a year while he was stationed in
this country; visiting Kyoto, Osaka, Kobe, the Setonaikai Sea and Kyushu.

Claudel liked to stay at the French embassy villa in Nikko Chtzenji not only in summer but
also in spring and autumn, gaining there the inspiration to produce one of his major pieces of
theatre ‘le Soulier de satin’, his essays on Japan and his short poems.

He would also make short trips to Hakone or the Izu area, from which he could constantly
admire the beauty of Mt. Fuji. His weekend excursions to locations around Tokyo such as Mito,
Naritasan, Mt. Takao and Inokashira park also informed his appreciation of Japan.

Claudel’s tours, trips, stays, excursions and walks allowed him to observe and appreciate not
only celebrated or historical places and the fine arts, but also the ordinary people’s daily lives
and the workings of nature in an Asian country.

Claudel was a devout Catholic. The open vistas he found in the mountains and even from the
top of Nagoya Castle were ideal settings for his spiritual contemplations. These bird’s eye views
added perspective to his understanding of the world and aided in his journey toward God.

Through these experiences he was to become one of Japan's most sympathetic and
knowledgeable foreign visitors. Claudel continued to support the Japanese people throughout his
life.
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