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PARK DOYOUNG

ABSTRACT

This article explores the historiography of the Korean
embassy to Japan during the Tokugawa period. It is said that the
Korean embassy is the representative example of the friendly
cultural exchange between Korea and Japan in the early modern
period. However, the historiography of the Korean embassy
shows that there were complicated sentiments and manipulated
interpretations on the embassy’s trips to Japan in both Korean and
Japanese academia. Early Japanese researchers regarded the
Korean embassy as the Korean monarch’s tribute paid to the
Tokugawa shogunate, while Korean scholars have accepted it as a
symbol of cultural superiority over Japan, transmitting ‘civilized’
culture to the ‘barbarous’ Japanese people. That is to say, the
notion of the cultural exchange through the Korean embassy was a
one-way transmission rather than a two-way exchange in both the
Korean and Japanese mindsets. I think that overcoming this
nationalistic perspective is one of the most significant tasks in the
historiography of the Korean embassy.

Since 1960s Japan, “the tribute theory” has been revised and
current Japanese scholarship portrays the Korean embassy as the



diplomatic unit which contributed to the stabilization of East
Asian power dynamics. Korean scholarship is a little behind its
Japanese counterpart but shows a quantum leap in its escape from
a domestic-oriented perspective after scholars launched research
on the conversation log between Korean embassy members and
Japanese intellectuals.
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