Nihon no Bungaku:  Exploring Japanese Literature

One way to gain insight into a culture is via its literature.  While residing in Tokyo, an excellent way to learn more about Japan is to read literature (bungaku in Japanese) by Japanese authors in translation.  Fortunately, a myriad of such works, dating from the Heian period to contemporary times is available to English-speaking audiences.  Reading a book by a Japanese author can be a lesson in history, language, and tradition within an entertaining context.  

One example of a Japanese author whose works are available in English is Natsume Soseki.  Considered the preeminent author of Japan’s Meiji period, his visage appeared on the 1000 yen note until 2004.  A professor of English literature at Tokyo University (following the Westerner Lafcadio Hearn), Soseki brings an interest in both Western and Chinese scholarship to his writing.  Some novels available in English are Kokoro, The Three-Cornered World (Kusa Makura), and Botchan.  His erudition and sarcasm translate well into English, and the stories themselves are engrossing.

Another example from contemporary times is Haruki Murakami.  A prolific writer who spent several years overseas, Murakami brings an introspective and earthy tone to his works, many of which are set in Tokyo.  Some recent works are Kafka on the Shore and The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle.  Western readers will be able to identify with his references to musical groups like the Beatles and literary works such as Franz Kafka’s The Trial.
The literature of Japan has gained worldwide recognition via the Nobel Prize on two occasions.  Yasunari Kawabata was the first to receive this highest honor.  His works include A Thousand Cranes, Snow Country, and The Izu Dancer, all of which are available in English.  The second Nobel laureate from Japan is Kenzaburo Oe.  Two of his works available in English are Hiroshima Notes and Nip the Buds, Shoot the Kids.  Another world-renowned author, Yukio Mishima, was nominated for the award three times.  The finest authors of Japan are recognized domestically on an annual basis via the Akutagawa Prize and the Naoki Prize.  The winner of the Akutagawa Prize (named after the famous author Akutagawa) was Akiko Itoyama for Oki de Matsu.  The winner of the Naoki Prize was Keigo Higashino for Yougisha no Kenshin.
One of the pleasures gained from having read Japanese literature is to subsequently tread on the ground walked by characters in the novels.  Whether it be Kyoto during the Daimonji festival described by Kawabata or the Azabu area where much of Mishima’s novel takes place, a literary background always makes for a more interesting visit.  These novels provide both a colorful background to an area one is currently visiting and an introduction to interesting places for future exploration.
