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My impetus for creating this book was
katakana, the syllabic script we use to
transcribe words borrowed from other
languages. Katakana characters are sharper
looking than those of hiragana, so we use
them in writing for effect, too, but their
primary role in Japanese, it seems to me, is to
give understandable form to words of foreign
origin. | get the feeling there is a leisureliness,
even a subtle etiquette, within the culture of
our written language: we don’t nativize
foreign words immediately but express them
with katakana to preserve their original
pronunciation as much as possible, and we
treat them like VIPs. When | think about the
contexts, regional and historical, that certain
foreign words bring with them, katakana
begins to fascinate me more and more. Did
you know, for example, that the words YA
(squirrel), 4%97F (salmon roe) and +EO
(suit) were originally borrowings from other
languages?

Gomi Taro
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