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Introduction      Japanese culture was influenced extensively by Chinese and Korean civilization during the early 

years of its development.  New ideas on technology, religion, language and more were well received by the ruling 

elites who were seeking normative structures for society.  In particular, though Japan had its own religion known as 

Shintō, Confucianism and Buddhism found a receptive population and was widely adopted in antiquity.  Ideas on 

statehood, law, taxation, social structures and gender were also embraced in the years before the Nara era (710-794).  

In spite of this, Japanese culture retained a very strong sense of identity separate from that found on the mainland.  

Its position as a series of islands on the edge of the vast Pacific Ocean allowed its leadership to pick and choose 

what elements of culture it wanted to adopt and what elements it wished to discard.  Like Great Britain, the ocean 

protected Japanese society from the worst forms of imperialism originating on the mainland.  Because of this, 

Japanese society shares a number of cultural markers with China and Korea, but has its own unique heritage, culture 

and civilization. 

 

Early 20th Century (1900-1949) 

 

The Literary Arts.  Natsume Sōseki.  One of the most beloved of all Japanese modern authors in the early 20th 

century is Natsume Sōseki (1867-1916).  Sōseki graduated from Tokyo Imperial University and then, given his 

proficiency in English, attended University College in London.  He returned to Japan and accepted a post at Tokyo 

Imperial University as a lecturer in English literature where he taught criticism and theory.  Sōseki had the common 

touch and in this way is comparable to one of his contemporaries in the United States:  Mark Twain.  However, 

Sōseki was also financially savvy and willingly gave up a very respected position at Tokyo Imperial University to 

become a full-time novelist, a profession far below professor in social status.  Rather than trying to earn a living 

selling novels, Sōseki signed on to the Asahi Shinbun (newspaper) and had many of his stories released in serial 

form.  This was beneficial for the newspaper and also provided a stable income for Sōseki.  Most importantly, it 

gave him a ready platform for his new works.  His novels and essays were so anticipated that customers would 

queue up outside of newspaper stands in the mornings waiting for them to open so that they could buy the next 

installment of his stories. 

 

Language.  It is during the first two decades of the 20th century that the modern novel reached final maturity in 

Japan.  Sōseki is, in part, credited with bringing this to fruition.  He wrote in the colloquial form of Japanese so that 

his works would be accessible to the largest audience.  However, his facility with the Japanese language was so 

great and his works so brilliantly executed that the critics had little effect on him.   

 

Kokoro.  One of his most well-known (and perhaps important) works was published in 1914 and is entitled Kokoro.  

The title “Kokoro” (心) is most often not translated, in part because it is difficult to find an English word which 

conveys the depth of its multiple meanings.  “Kokoro” in English is literally translated “heart” but can also mean 

“spirit”—or can be interpreted as the “essence of things.”  The title conveys the internal struggles of the protagonist 

“Sensei” to find the essence of life in the realm of a dying Meiji emperor, where estrangement and indifference seem 

to define his existence.  This work is all the more important for what it tells us about the expression of sensibilities 

in long form prose as Japan transitioned from a period of tremendous change and upheaval, where modernity swept 

aside long-held traditions of the earlier age.  Sensei can be understood as emblematic of the end of an age, 

particularly because he committed suicide at roughly the same time as the Meiji emperor died.  This, of course, was 

a perplexing event for other characters in the novel who did not fully understand nor appreciate Sensei’s motives.  

Nonetheless, Sensei’s decision to end his life was in part atonement for behavior he was ashamed of as a young 

man.  In like fashion, as Japan transitioned into the post-Meiji world, Sōseki seems to suggest that there were Meiji 

era transgressions that needed absolution before society could move on.  Sōseki died from a stomach ulcer only two 

years after the publication of Kokoro.  He was only 49 years old.  He left at least one novel unfinished. 

 

Tanizaki Jun’ichirō (1886-1965).  Tanizaki’s literary career began quite early in his life.  His first work appeared 

in 1903, when he was only 17 years old.  He came from a modest background and was effectively a scholarship 

student even in high school.  (The condition of being surrounded by students who came from more affluent families, 

but who were less capable, may have contributed to the formation of his unique perspective on society.)  However, 



his knowledge of the Chinese classics and of European literature—and his writing ability—set him apart from his 

peers.  He then entered Tokyo Imperial University, where by all accounts he in no way distinguished himself.  While 

there, he continued to sell his stories.  Ultimately, he decided to abandon the academy and make a living as a full 

time author.  This was a risky move at the time and frowned upon by his family.  But his genius, work ethic and 

indefatigable spirit provided the motivation necessary to become a successful author. 

 

Unusual Themes.   Though he is among Japan’s literary geniuses of the 20th century, Tanizaki Jun’ichirō (1886-

1965) is not remembered as a sympathetic person or beloved author.  His works are somewhat idiosyncratic and can 

exhibit a harshness in tone and plot.  The narratives found in his novels, essays and plays sometimes pushed the 

boundaries of acceptable public discourse.  Indeed, he ran afoul of the censors on a number of occasions.  However, 

his fiction resonated with a certain segment of the population who found his semi-erotic, sensual themes to reflect 

the sensibilities of the time.  For Tanizaki, few topics were off limits.  For example, his characters treated women 

abominably and were, in turn, treated harshly (or with indifference) by other women.  In many of his works, male 

characters seemed to worship the female form and sometimes went so far as to fantasize about various sexual 

fetishes.  Tanizaki was also not a slave to social convention and was more honest and straightforward in his fiction 

and in his life than was expected of the time. 

 

Some Prefer Nettles.   Tanizaki’s Some Prefer Nettles ranks among his masterpieces.  This work was serialized in 

1929 during a particularly creative period that also saw the publication of some of his other most famous works of 

fiction.  Some Prefer Nettles is set in the Kansai area (the Osaka, Kyoto, Kobe area), which facilitated Tanizaki’s use 

of bunraku (puppetry) imagery, particularly in the depiction of women in the text.  It also allowed him to experiment 

with the Kansai dialect.  The story revolves around the unhappy marriage of the characters Kaname and Misako.  

Kaname’s tone is described as “confessional,” leading many scholars to believe that Kaname is Tanizaki.  We 

believe this to be the case because we now know that Tanizaki divorced his spouse soon after Some Prefer Nettles 

appeared.  Tanizaki continued to live in the Kansai area for many years after the publication of Some Prefer Nettles.  

He survived the war and lived to receive numerous honors including the prestigious Japanese government honor, the 

Order of Culture. 

 

Late 20th Century (1950-1999) 

 

The Literary Arts.  Mishima Yukio (1925-1970) is most often known as just “Mishima.”  Even then, this is a nom 

de plume which he took as a teenager with the publication of one his first works in 1944.  His given name was 

Hiraoka Kimitake.  Mishima was something of a prodigy.  He wrote short stories and essays as a boy, even though 

his father was not particularly pleased with him for doing so.  Mishima’s first love was poetry, particularly the form 

known as waka, and infused his novels, short stories, plays and essays with poetic symbolism.  For Mishima, writing 

poetry was a lifelong pleasure.  Mishima was a world-famous author and his body of work so impressive that he was 

nominated for the Nobel Prize in literature.  He was considered by many scholars to be Japan’s greatest living post-

war author before he took his own life. 

It is difficult to consider Mishima’s life and Mishima’s works apart from the events of November 25, 1970.  

On this day, Mishima entered the office of the Commander of the Japan Self-Defense Forces, gave a speech on his 

desire that the emperor be restored to power and then committed ritual suicide (seppuku).  Though it was clear that 

he had planned his demise well in advance, his suicide shocked the nation.  But there was no coup d’état.  Scholars 

and literary specialists then set about reevaluating his writing and examining the body of his work through a 

different lens.  Despite numerous attempts to do so, there is scant evidence that Mishima had devoted his life and 

writings to the ultra-nationalist cause, though it is clear that he had drifted very far to the right at the end.  Indeed, 

Mishima was very cosmopolitan, traveled abroad extensively, and had many, many foreign friends.  Perhaps his 

suicide was simply the most dramatic, last act of the performance art which was his life.  And he even got to write 

the final script, down to the death poem found after his suicide. 

In many, many of Mishima’s narratives, death seemed to be a constant theme, none more so than his short 

story Death in Midsummer.  In this work which was set at a resort on Izu Peninsula (a popular vacation area near 

Tokyo), a family went swimming at a beach with a strong current.  Soon thereafter, two young children were swept 

away and their aunt simultaneously died from a heart attack.  Mishima then moved to depict the reaction of the 

survivors—blame, grief, guilt and the many banal details of the funeral.  The characters were deeply hurt, shocked 

and angry at each other and even at the dead.  Tomoko (the mother/spouse) became angry with her husband 

(Masaru) because he appeared to be grieving more over his sister (Yasue) than his own children.  Somehow, 

Tomoko and Masaru got through it, survived to have another child and finally made a pilgrimage back to the beach 



two years later.  Masaru complained to his wife, “Why the devil did we come here?  We only remember things we 

don’t want to.  Things we had finally forgotten.”  For Mishima, death was not to be forgotten.  It was an ever present 

companion, a part of life—to be faced with grace and dignity.  Death was for him often the final act of either a tragic 

life cut short or of a life well lived.  Nonetheless, in Mishima’s works, death was never far away. 

Mishima’s stories on death and dealing with grief were, in many ways, brutally honest.  Death in 

Midsummer is representative of the way Mishima portrayed the final act.  But Mishima didn’t shirk from the topic.  

Indeed, it is likely because there were so many social taboos and cultural conventions about death that Mishima 

chose to write about it so often.  For him, literature was art, and art can be uncomfortable.  For the living, there is 

nothing more universally uncomfortable, nothing that more clearly reveals character, nothing that makes us react in 

a more visceral way than death. 

 

Enchi Fumiko (1905-1986).  Another of Japan’s great novelists is Enchi Fumiko.  Like most of her colleagues, she 

was the child of privilege.  Her father was Ueda Kazutoshi, the most influential pure linguist/literature specialist of 

his generation.  He is considered the “father of the modern Japanese language.”  Even though they were reportedly 

not especially close, it is natural that she would develop an interest in the history of Japanese literature.   

In addition to her works of fiction in long-form prose, Enchi is also known for her modern translation of 

The Tale of Genji.  Unlike many of her post-war colleagues, not many of her works have been translated and she 

remains less well-known outside of Japan.  But this does not diminish the quality of her work.  Enchi gained 

attention with her first play in 1926.  In the years after, she expanded her repertoire with the publication of many 

novels and short stories. 

One of Enchi’s few novels known widely in the English-speaking world is Masks (1958).  It is also one of 

her finest.  The central metaphor is, of course, a mask.  The protagonist in Masks is a woman who, in order to 

interact with society, must put on a false face.  This allows her to deceive the other characters into doing her bidding 

in a most unpleasant and unscrupulous series of events.  The main character is thoroughly unlikable and 

unsympathetic.  Nonetheless, Masks resonated with a certain segment of the population in Japan.  In a number of 

Enchi’s works, the characters also interact with the supernatural.  Masks is no exception.  In this way, Enchi pays 

homage to one of the themes found in literature of the Heian period, The Tale of Genji.  Despite the subject matter 

and harshness of tone in Enchi’s works, and her one-dimensional depiction of men, Masks has stood the test of time 

as one of Japan’s finest post-war novels. 

 

Endō Shūsaku (1923-1996).  With the possible exception of Nobel Laureate Ōe Kenzaburō and Mishima, few post-

war authors in Japan are as well-known in the English-speaking world as Endō Shusaku.  Endō was born in Tokyo, 

spent much of his childhood in Manchuria and attended Keio University during the war.  Indeed, he had to abandon 

his studies for a time after being drafted to work for the war effort.  Like many of his colleagues, he wrote in several 

formats.  Endō was, of course, an award-winning novelist.  But he was also an accomplished short story author and 

essayist.  He regularly wrote for the Yomiuri Shinbun (Newspaper) until very late in his life.  Endō was awarded the 

Japanese government’s Order of Culture in 1995. 

Endō is beloved in both Japan and the West, in part, because of the themes he most often chose to write 

about.  As a Roman Catholic, Endo struggled with how to reconcile his faith and his national identity at a time when 

very few Japanese were Christians.  As a result, he often wrote about Christians in Japan, sometimes setting them in 

the Tokugawa period when Christianity was banned, and sometimes setting them in more contemporary times.  

Given his status as a best-selling author (millions of copies of his novels were sold in Japan alone), it is clear that his 

works resonated with very large segments of the reading population.  The success of his works reveal a Japan that 

was struggling to understand how it had been/was affected and/or transformed in the aftermath of the war and 

occupation by the “Christian” West. 

In Japan, Endō’s 1966 masterpiece entitled Silence sold over two million copies in a very brief period of 

time.  Though his early works had found a following in the 1950s, Endō rocketed to literary stardom worldwide after 

its publication.  Silence is set in the Tokugawa era, during the period of time when Christianity was illegal and its 

adherents executed if they did not apostatize.  The protagonist is named Rodrigues, a Portuguese, Jesuit missionary 

who, in contravention of Japanese law, secretly entered Japan after the “Christian” Shimabara Rebellion.  Rodrigues 

sought out Ferreira, a Jesuit missionary (and his former teacher) who had renounced his faith not because he broke 

under torture, but because he perceived that God did nothing to alleviate the suffering and torture of other Japanese 

Christians.  Rodrigues was incredulous that his former teacher, whom he respected greatly, had become an apostate 

and wanted to find out why.  Endō’s narrative follows Rodrigues psychological (and physical) struggles as he too 

faced the same dilemma.  The basic theme, whether one has the courage of their convictions, is universal for any 



religion (or none at all) anywhere in the world.  This novel was made into a feature film in 2017 by the celebrated 

director Martin Scorsese. 

 

Readings 

 

1)  Natsume Soseki, Kokoro, translated by Meredith McKinney,  (New York:  Penguin Classics, 2010).   

 

2)  Shūsaku Endō, Silence, William Johnston, trans., (Tokyo:  Kodansha Press, 1982). 

 

Questions for Discussion 

 

Historians have struggled to discern a meaningful narrative for post-war era Japan that didn’t rely on economics.  

And there have surely been a significant number of other events, movements and narratives that deserved attention 

over the past 70+ years.  What might some of those events have been?  What might be a good alternate narrative for 

the post-war years?  Given that military history would be extremely difficult to approach, should historians focus on 

cultural or social history?  Diplomatic or intellectual history?  Or should historians investigate something altogether 

different? 

 


