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the postmodern thriller, acknowledging his occidental peers
before blowing them away. The narrator’s toughness under
interrogation would impress Philip Marlowe.

Although the text has its share of postmodern devices, the
final effect is neither tricksy nor impenetrable. Philip Kerr,
Paul Auster and Nicholson Baker could all take tuition
from Haruki Murakami, and so indeed could Jackie Col-
lins.

Celeste Loughman (review date Spring 1994)

SOURCE: A review of The Elephant Vanishes, in World
Literature Today, Vol. 68, Spring, 1994, pp. 434-35.

[In the following review, Loughman discusses the sense of
emptiness conveyed by the themes and characters of The
Elephant Vanishes.]

Among Japanese writers born after the war whose work
has been translated into English, Haruki Murakami (b.
1949) has received the most attention, especially since the
1989 publication in English of his 1982 novel Hitsuji o
megaru boken (Eng. A Wild Sheep Chase; see WLT 64:4,
p- 701). The Elephant Vanishes is the first collection of
his short stories, many of which have appeared elsewhere,
including several in the New Yorker and in the recent
anthologies Monkey Brain Sushi and New Japanese Voices
(both 1991; see WLT 66:2, p. 406).

Readers familiar with Roland Barthes’s Empire of Signs
will recognize the pervasive sense of emptiness in the
stories here—but with a difference. Whereas Barthes found
an empty center in signs of traditional Japanese culture
such as its food, its architecture, and its poetry, Muraka-
mi’s stories are almost completely emptied of Japanese

Celeste Loughman (essay date Winter 1997)

SOURCE: “No Place I Was Meant to Be: Contemporary
Japan in the Short Fiction of Haruki Murakami,” in World
Literature Today, Vol. 71, No. 1, Winter, 1997, pp. 87-94.

[In the following essay, Loughman analyzes the character-
ization, particularly of the narrators, in Murakami's sto-
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things get in a muddle, I always iron shirts.” He does so in
twelve steps, never deviating from the sequence. Similarly,
the narrator of “The Fall of the Roman Empire . . .”
knows that the wind began to blow at precisely seven past
two and that the phone rang at thirty-six past two.

“The Dancing Dwarf” is a parody of mass production.
The narrator works in the ear department of an elephant
factory, a business that is needed because people do not
want to wait for elephants to give birth naturally every
four or five years. Instead, one real elephant is spliced to
make five elephants. Thus, four-fifths of each manufactured
elephant is “reconstituted,” but no one notices the differ-
ence. How does the narrator escape from the boredom of
manufacturing elephant ears? “A dwarf came into my
dream and asked me to dance.” “The Elephant Vanishes”
also objectifies the creature. Here the societal problem is
to dispose of the old, unwanted elephant after a zoo closes
to make way for a high-rise condo. The narrator notices
that the elephant and his keeper have genuine feeling for
each other; and in Murakami’s fictional world it is pos-
sible that the feeling is so profound that the two are equal-
ized, even in size, allowing the elephant to slip out of his
chain and vanish with the keeper. Meanwhile, the narrator
continues to sell refrigerators and toaster ovens.

All seventeen stories are narrated in the first person, two
by women. In “Sleep,” the longest piece, the narrator lives
a comfortable middle-class life with her dentist husband
and her son, though she does not like her husband very
much. An insomniac for seventeen days, she performs her
marital duties with detached efficiency during the day,
while at night her mind is alive and free. Her nocturnal
travels take her to the waterfront, where a policeman warns
her that a man has been killed there recently and his
companion raped. Courting death as the ultimate detach-
ment from her everyday life, she dresses like a young man
and returns to the waterfront, where her car is attacked.

CONTEMPORARY LITERARY CRITICISM, Vol. 150

MURAKAMI

Dissatisfaction with life in a depersonalized, mechanistic
society is an overworked theme. Murakami’s stories rise
above the cliché by the inventiveness, the fantasies and
dreams, with which the characters respond to their situa-
tions. Immensely popular in Japan, Murakami is not
without his critics. Inevitably he is compared to modern
giants such as Kawabata and Tanizaki, but Murakami right-
fully asserts that what he is doing is unrelated to those
writers. When they wrote about the inroads of Western
culture, their characters could choose to embrace traditional
Japanese ways, and they usually did. Murakami’s charac-
ters do not have that choice. Too much time has passed.
Japan has come too far. Murakami wants nothing less than
to “reconstruct a morality for this new world.” His people,
however, have not reached that point, Caught between
values to which they cannot return and those which are yet
to be constructed, they are lost, empty. “A Slow Boat to
China” conveys the meaning of the collection when the
narrator says: “And everywhere, infinite options, infinite
possibilities. An infinity, and at the same time, zero.”

Celeste Loughman (essay date Winter 1997)

SOURCE: “No Place I Was Meant to Be: Contemporary
Japan in the Short Fiction of Haruki Murakami,” in World
Literature Today, Vol. 71, No. 1, Winter, 1997, pp. 87-94.

[In the following essay, Loughman analyzes the character-
ization, particularly of the narrators, in Murakami’s sto-
ries.]

The opening scene of Natsume Soseki’s 1914 novel Kokoro
shows Sensei, the central figure, at a beach accompanied
by a Westerner, alluding to his and the Japanese attraction
to the West. In the end, however, following General No-
gi's example after the Emperor Meiji's death in 1912,
Sensei makes the traditional samurai choice of committing
suicide to redeem his honor. Similarly, in Junichiro Ta-
nizaki’s 1928 novel Tade Kuu Mushi (Eng. Some Prefer
Nettles) there is a scene wherein Kaname, the male
protagonist, boards a ship on which, given the choice, he
selects a Japanese room rather than a Western one.
Nevertheless, he changes from the kimono he is wearing
into a gray flannel suit. Although the novel ends ambigu-
ously, it is very likely that Kaname’s future lies not with
his modern, westernized wife or with his Eurasian mistress,
but with the puppetlike figure who embodies, or at least
plays the role of, the passive, submissive Japanese woman.
Examples such as these have been repeated innumerable
times since Commodore Perry docked in Tokyo Bay in
1853. They reflect the concern, even obsession, of the
Japanese with the inroads of Western culture on Japanese
society, a concern that has produced contradictory
responses ranging from indiscriminate borrowing of
Western ways to the cry “Expel the Barbarians.”

No such conflict between Japan and the West exists in the
works of Haruki Murakami, arguably Japan’s most popular
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novelist. Whereas the characters in early-twentieth-century
Japanese fiction could and usually did choose traditional
Japanese ways, Murakami knows that no such choice is
possible now. Japan has come too far. If a conflict still ex-
ists, his characters are not engaged in or even aware of it.
So enmeshed are they in the forms of Western, and
particularly American, culture that they accept these forms
as integral to contemporary Japanese life. Nonetheless,
their essential Japaneseness is never truly lost in spite of
what the works appear to say.

Reading Anna Karenina, the narrator of the short story
“Sleep” remarks: “Like a Chinese Box, the world of the
novel contained smaller worlds, and inside those were yet
smaller worlds. Together, these worlds made up a single
universe, and the universe waited there in the book to be
discovered by the reader” (EV, 100). No comparison of
Murakami with Tolstoy is intended by the reference, but
the Chinese box is an appropriate image to designate the
structure of Murakami’s works. The short stories collected
in the volume The Elephant Vanishes offer a good
overview of the patterns and variety to be found in Mu-
rakami.

The outer world or container of his fiction, the geographic
boundary of Japan and Tokyo in particular, is indisputably
Japanese. People drive to Shinjuku, Aoyama, and Rop-
pongi; they travel the Tokyo subways and take the Yaman-
ote Loop. The environment is stable, fixed. Within that
geographic frame, however, is the far less stable world of
social interaction in which traditional Japanese culture has
all but disappeared and there are no fixed markers
anywhere. Notably absent is the sense of group identity, a
cornerstone of Japan’s social structure. In the context of
Murakami’s fiction, Chie Nakane's excellent analysis of
Japan's group consciousness, Japanese Society, first
published a quarter of a century ago (1970), seems quaint.
Nakane writes: “In group identification, a frame such as a
‘company’ or ‘association’ is of primary importance; the
attribute of the individual is a secondary matter” (3). She
notes the “exceedingly high degree” of emotional attach-
ment to one’s company (4) to the point of limiting social
life to the members of the work group. Murakami’s narra-
tors have no such involvement. They are so-called “salary-
men” who work in law offices, in quality control for
department stores, in PR for appliance manufacturers.
Bored and dissatisfied, some quit their jobs; others escape
into dream and fantasy; all are emotionally and psychologi-
cally detached from their work group.

The family group fares no better. Whether single, married,
or divorced, the narrators are disconnected, alone.
Concerning kinship in Japan, Nakane cites the adage “The
sibling is the beginning of the stranger” (6). Contradicting
this view, the bond between the narrator and his sister in
“Family Affair” is the closest family relationship to be
found among the stories. Physically separated from their
parents and living together in Tokyo, the two enjoy their
casual, unstructured, and uncommitted lives. Tension
develops between them when the sister becomes engaged
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