The Pithy Style of Akutagawa’s Prose
“What he did was question the values of his society, dramatize the complexities of human psychology, and study, with a Zen taste for paradox, the precarious balance of illusion and reality” (Akutagawa 13).  As Howard Hibbet’s characterization of Ryuunosuke Akutagawa （芥川龍之介） in his introduction to Rashomon and Other Stories indicates, the works of this author provide the English-speaking reader with a unique perspective of Japan in the early twentieth century.  Akutagawa’s narratives offer not only entertaining stories but also psychological inquiry and social criticism.  In addition, the reader catches glimpses of the mind of a young but worldly intellectual of the Taisho era （大正時代）.
Ryuunosuke Akutagawa was born in Meiji 25 (明治２５年、1892) in Tokyo to the proprietor of a dairy shop named Niihara　(新原).  His mother succumbed to a mental illness in his early childhood, forcing his father to consign care of Ryuunosuke to the child’s aunt and uncle, whose family name was Akutagawa.  Young Akutagawa excelled academically in junior high school and gained admission to the elite ichikou　(第一高等学校)　high school.  He then subsequently entered Tokyo Imperial University (東京帝国大学) in 1913, where he studied English literature.  His thesis discussed the British author William Morris.  Such an interest in Western literature remained with Akutagawa throughout his life, and he is said to have been a frequent visitor to the Maruzen (丸善) bookstore.  Ryuunosuke’s collegiate days also marked the beginning of his own literary career, as he published his first short stories in the journal Shinshicho　(新思潮), which he and his high school classmates established.  These early publications gained the notice of Natsume Soseki　(夏目漱石), the leading literary figure of that time period, and Soseki became Akutagawa’s literary mentor.  After graduation, Ryuunosuke became an English instructor at the Naval Academy of Yokosuka　(海軍機関学校).  In 1918, he joined the Osaka Mainichi Shinbun (大阪毎日新聞) newspaper and in the capacity of correspondent for the same paper traveled to China in 1921.    In Showa 2 (1927), at the age of 35, Akutagawa ended his own life with a dosage of sleeping medication, citing a “vague uneasiness” in his final message.
Three stories which illustrate Akutagawa's mastery of the concise narrative are "Rashomon", "The Dragon", and "Yam Gruel".  "Rashomon" （羅生門）, along with another of Akutagawa's tales ("In a Grove") was the basis for Akira Kurosawa's （黒澤明）film Rashomon.  It recounts the unlikely meeting of a newly unemployed samurai with a peasant woman in an enclosed area of the Rashomon gate at the south end of Kyoto.  The samurai, who had been contemplating a life of thievery, is scandalized to discover the elderly beggar extracting locks of hair from corpses abandoned inside the gate.  He initially reproves the woman but then, in a perverse change of philosophy, uses her iniquity as a justification for wrongdoing against her.  The story concludes with his departing after pilfering the miserable peasant's clothing.  The second story, "The Dragon"（竜）, is an account of a monk named Kurodo Tokugyo of the Kofuku-ji　（興福寺） temple in Nara.  The monk, nicknamed “Hanazo” （鼻蔵）due to his large nose, one day decides to play a prank on the visitors to the temple.  He places a sign near the Sarusawa pond （猿沢池）indicating that a dragon will rise from the pond on March 3.  Much to the monk’s astonishment, word quickly spreads not only among those who frequented the temple but also among residents of the entire Kansai region  Even his aunt, a priestess in the faraway province of Settsu, visited him in Nara in order to witness the dragon’s ascension.  In the end, Hanazo is mystified when a dragon actually does seem to rise up from the pond on the appointed date.  The third story, “Yam Gruel”　（芋粥）, discusses the fascination which a wretched anonymous samurai, known only by his rank “Goi” (五位), holds for sweet potato porridge.  When the son of the Finance Minister learns of this affinity, he is amused and decides to engage in some chicanery.  Taking Goi to his abode, he orders servants to prepare enormous kettles of yam gruel, which he then exhorts Goi to drink beyond reasonable limits.  The final revelation of the hapless samurai is that, despite the misery and ridicule he suffered in the past, he now remembers those days fondly; because he at least could look forward to the reward of the yam gruel which he no longer desires.
Akutagawa authored over one hundred and fifty short stories in his brief career but did not write a single full-length novel.  None of the three works alluded to above extends beyond thirty pages in English translation.  His abridged tales compactly probe lurid aspects of the human psyche, as demonstrated by the samurai’s larceny and Hanazo’s mendacity.  In addition, his sense of irony and paradox is displayed in Goi’s despair in the moment when he realizes his lifelong dream.  Most of his early short stories are based on myths compiled in the twelfth and 13th centuries, such as the Uji Shuui Monogatari （宇治拾遺物語）.  Later works involved more modern themes and his own life experiences.  According to the critics, Akutagawa:s style contrasted with the two leading schools of his day:  the Proletarian writers and the Naturalists.  The Proletarian writers were stark realists, and the Naturalists were adherents to first-person confession-like formats.  The psychological explorations of the stories may call to mind Natsume Soseki’s Kokoro　(心） or The Three-Cornered World (草枕).  Nonetheless, the brevity of Akutagawa’s pieces creates a mood different from that evoked by the longer novels of Soseki.
The legacy of Akutagawa Ryuunosuke is preserved today by the Akutagawa Prize　(芥川賞), considered to be the most prestigious award for pure literature in Japan.  Winners have been selected twice annually continuously since 1949 among newcomers to the literary world.  The prize includes a pocket watch and one million yen.  The selection committee chooses the award-winning works while convening on the first floor of a ryotei (料亭、traditional high-class Japanese restaurant) in the Tsukiji （築地）section of Tokyo.
Many of Akutagawa’s famous works are available in English translation in the form of collections of his short stories.  Their conciseness allows the reader to digest them in a single sitting and to read them in whatever order he desires.  Thus, perusing the fiction of Ryuunosuke Akutagawa can provide one with a stirring literary examination of Japan at a leisurely pace.
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