ZESZYTY NAUKOWE UNIWERSYTETU RZESZOWSKIEGO

SERIA FILOLOGICZNA
ZESZYT 14/2002 STUDIA ANGLICA RESOVENSIA 2

Helena JAKUBOWSKA

AN INTRODUCTION TO KAZUO ISHIGURO AND THE
NOVELSAPALE VIEW OF HILLS, AN ARTIST OF THE
FLOATING WORLD, AND WHEN WE WERE ORPHANS

What we cannot speak about we must pass oveeincsil

Ludwig Wittgenstein

Kazuo Ishiguro is a Western writer raised in a dapa family, schooled in a
Western country (England) using Japan and Chinaaakdrops in his selected
works to be discussed hekePale View of Hills, An Artist of the Floating Wbr
and When We Were Orphan®ne must take this element into account while
analyzing these works and consider the relevancethef setting to the
contribution of the characters’ decisions and aklon life. Western writers tend
to see Asia from a Western perspective and thiesgiise to the question of
whether this distorts reality and whether this Bratin any important sense.

The majority of Western language fiction about Asieultures turns on
stereotypes though this has changed a great ddéigdrary fiction over the last
twenty years. This aside, neither cliche nor stypo is necessarily wrong.
Some expressions become cliches by virtue of embgdyome universally
recognized truths, while the stereotype, a ternmadly thought to encompass
prejudicially negative attitudes, may promote sythpawhen used, not with
intellectual understanding, but towards and togethilh compassion as in Pearl
Buck’s The Good Earth.

Yet there is still the problem of entering Asiarcisties through Western
fiction. To what extent do we, as readers, applypyeconceived notions of the
understanding of a culture based on our learnedvietlye or accept what is
being put forth as truth? At the turn of the twetliticentury:

[...] anthropologists... attempting to account five rapid submission of entire populations to
Western rule, describe a ‘primitive mentality’ orote broadly of ‘How Natives Think’ — the title of
Lucien Levy-Bruhl’s work, first published in Frentch1910 — and thus encouraged the assumption
that all Africans, all Chinese or all Malays werike [...] (Winks and Rush (1990:1-13)).
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It is difficult not to have set in our minds a \dyiif not compelling, and
magical picture of what Asia is like through therlwef Amy Tan and Junchiro
Tanizakit or perhaps even a horrifying and darkovisas has so often been
depicted in such works as Kenzaburo Oeach Us To Outgrow Our Madness
or J.G. Ballard'Empire of the Sun

At the same time, on another level, Westerners wateanced and positive
admiration arose in response to the apparentlyrsupartues of Asian religions
and ways. Not surprisingly, deeper and more compldestern responses
appeared when Europeans confronted Asia’s oldetturally dominant
civilizations in India, China and Japan ultimateglying them much to brood
about. This has given rise to a new genre of Wedsgerguage literature which
has also shaped our perceptions. In this literatbheeold tension between East
and West, between what is known and safe and wlaluiring and dangerous, is
often internalized as conflict between generatitretween (Asian) tradition and
(Western-driven but also Asian) moderrfityinks and Rush (1990:1-13)).

Kazuo Ishiguro uses these nuances and very ideasurofpreconceived
notions on Asia to manipulate us through the realrhis fiction and his
characters using both Western and Eastern philgsapt ideals. He lends his
insiders perspective of being a Western-educatadnAwriter to achieve a
seriousness in the realm of imaginative writingjclitprefers characterization to
plot development and which aspires to pass beyesdriptive accuracy. It must
be remembered that Ishiguro is primarily concerngti interior worlds as he
works toward presenting a sensitive and carefutrggal of the desires of
complex individual natures in a context createdohyside social forces having
both historical and psychological consequences.

In the three worksi Pale View of HillsAn Artist of the Floating Worldnd
When We Were Orphanis,is more important what goes on in the mindghef
characters than any “real world” that might be there, even though he does
have a tendency to put his novels in some sortredl“world” economic or
political catastrophe which causes an interestemgsibn. He states that the
bigger political world does not touch on the snmdtsonal world. The settings
are never described in great detail so each sasusro be visualized internally.
There is much which is not said in Kazuo Ishigurek and silence is at times
the very condition of speech. The various themesetifdeception, distancing of
families, disappointment in relationships, the temsof not fitting in, and
devalued ideals are all understood and attainesugffir the unspoken word.
What is not said is possible to infer or deduceegithe time frame in history or
the relevance of the situation.

The history of pain becomes the writing of silenad many silences. This is one of the ways
which novels and stories may get history to thigkia. Everything depends on the tone and the

timing with which a silence is broken and on thé&eavk fidelity to what words cant reacfWood
1998).
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What distinguishes Ishiguro’s novels is that hisarelcters, although
intelligent and perceptive, at times, choose natde what is directly in front
of them. Whereas all of Ishiguro’s books address dhbject of controlPale
View of HillsandArtist of the Floating Worlemphasized more the taking of
wrong turns along a path underlying the assumptiat every person has an
agenda to live out and recognizing how those agenidave not been
accomplished. His characters tend to take on thee demure aspects of the
Japanese-English mix of cultures. They are extrgrpelite, suppress their
emotions, are inexplicit, and remain loyal to alfatihey are very careful to fit
into the mainstream, and they place a great deahpbrtance on honor. The
protagonists shed the complacency earned by oldcagsevaluate the choices
they have made, choices which ultimately ruined lthes of others. As they
navigate the mine fields of their pasts, self-resggves way to self reproach
and quiet desperation. Paradoxically, confronthmgjrtpast redeems them, even
as they lapse into old patterns of self-deceptisimguro has stated that he was
not so interested in what had happened to certiadmacters in the past but
more in what they told themselves had happened, they hid from certain
versions and played around with their own histdiye “cat-and-mouse game”
one plays with one’s own memories, one’s own versiboneself.

Kazuo Ishiguro’s first novelA Pale View of Hillsconcerns the post-World
War Il remembrances of a middle-aged Japanese wothannarrative’s first
person Etsuko, who made a permanent move to Engldreh she met and
married an English journalist, (Sheringham, a n@eedsed correspondent who
covered Japanese affairs), with whom she had hangey daughter, Niki. Her
elder daughter, Keiko who has committed suicides W offspring of her
earlier marriage in Japan to a Japanese businessinarOgata. The narrative
moves back and forth between Etsuko’s memory agdrdams, the present and
the past, England and Nagasaki.

The “past” of the novel is centered mainly uponesal’ weeks of one
summer in the late forties or early fifties in aastern section of Nagasaki
where Etsuko is living. World War Il had recentlpded but there was still
fighting going on in Korea. People were in shock Nggasaki’'s nuclear
devastation. Etsuko is in her third or fourth moattpregnancy with her future
daughter, Keiko. It is towards the beginning ofttkame summer that Etsuko
befriends Sachiko and her daughter, Mariko. Theyeharrived here, being
originally from Tokyo, in order to live with her agle because she lost her
husband in the war. Sachiko, who is in her thirtiaad her ten year old
daughter, Mariko, move into a shabby run-down gataithout electricity or
running water situated across a barren field frolsuko and Jiro’s modern,
postwar apartment complex while awaiting news fithi uncle. During this
time she has attached herself to an American later promises to take her to
the United States.
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A Pale View of Hillsuses the West as a freeing element to escape the

pressures of life in post-war Japan with both motasts going West in the
hopes of starting life over. Ishiguro uses the dagf of intense historical events
in order to provide a ripe setting for the instrumnaeeded to bring about the
examination or change within the protagonists’ @woihe main focus of the
novel is not on the horrendous incidents which oexl or the devastated minds
and lives of the survivors nor the immense deviastadf the war and the atomic
bomb, but on the depiction of the people, theinvidial psychology and the
choices made. More specifically, on the way otheopbe’s stories are used to
conceal their own stories and yet, paradoxicalyerl what they have been
trying to hide from themselves as well as from athe

In many waysAn Artist of the Floating Worldontinues the ideas put forth
in Ishiguro’s first novelA Pale View of HillsThis novel, however, focuses more
intensely on the relationship between the privasgchological life and worldly,
political affairs. The central character An Artist of the Floating Worlds a
Japanese painter, Masuji Ono, who does not know mogh he should or can
regret his prewar patriotism. In his youth, he Ha#d and moved in the
“floating world” which was thenight-time world of pleasure, entertainment and
drink which formed the backdrop for all our pairgs{Ishiguro 1987).

This was the realm of bohemian pleasure which ghépe artistic aesthetic
of prewar Japan. Masuji Ono rebelled against hashers and his vision of a
stronger, more vital Japan led him to use his @rfpfopagandistic campaigns
that served the imperialist movement leading Jap@anWorld War 1l. There was
at that time a:

[...] struggle within Japan, which pitted the liberalemocratic forces embodied in the trade
unions, the intellectuals and the commercial classgainst the nationalistic, authoritarian forces
embodied in the zaibatsu, the army and the buresycfwhich] had been decided in the latter’s
favor [...] (Lammers 1990:195-214).

These were the political conditions of prewar Jap&h he reminisces and
agonizes over his career as an artist in Japanglthie war years. He has carried
with him since the war, unarticulated feelings oiitgas well as unacknowledged
regrets about his earlier wartime activities. Henders if he should apologize
for his complicity in that militaristic world or ifhe idea that he made any kind of
contribution to the horrors of the time are puratyexaggeration of his own role.

Ono finds himself reconsidering his life and hisrkyaven his own part in
creating the world that has now come to reject hihe. drifts through his
partially dilapidated house or the rubble-strewaaglre district of the city, all
the time wandering in and out of a shifting kalsiclmpe of his past. He recalls
his youth as an artist of the floating world, amsllater days as senseia master
teacher greatly revered by his students. Ishiguntésest lies in what happens to
people’s values when they have invested all thesrgies and their lives in the
prevalent set of social values, only to see theangh. He takes a period of
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immense transformation and sees what happens fepaden, at the end of
their lives, they find the world has altered theinds about what is good and
what is bad. But for this particular individual,i# too late. They had the best
intentions, but history has proved them to be eifioelish or perhaps even
someone who contributed to the evil.

Like Etsuko inA Pale View of Hillshe alters his history in order to make it
more palatable. Masuji Ono believes that if he $&ytas no reason to feel guilt,
then he is bound not to be guilty, but that dodsmean that he is innocent either.
But the question arises for him as to who he shtlidhis to. The novel begins in
1948 and his wife and only son are dead, casualtiégorld War 1l, possibly due
to his involvement. He has two daughters, Setstiieoelder of the two who is in
her late twenties, married and the mother of a lstiro; and the younger, Noriko,
who is in her mid-twenties, unmarried and stilily with her father.

An examination of Ono’s youth through his compleasaic of memory has
been set in motion by the engagement of Ono’s yesindaughter, Noriko, and
the fear held by the elder daughter, Setsuko,ttieaengagement may be called
off if Ono’s imperialist past is discovered.

When We Were Orphaissimilar toA Pale View of HillandAn Artist of the
Floating Worldin as much as it uses a first person narrator whirsh seems
reliable but as the novel progresses, his weaksesseslowly uncovered and one
must attempt to see through the protagonist toethkty of which he is in denial. It
also deals with a return to the past, a negatioth@fpast and the fall-out that
comes from such a denial. It presents the readbrneistalgia for the past and the
idealism which is the emotional equivalent to dg@rding to Ishiguro.

The novel,When We Were Orphanis, set in Shanghai. Immediately one
does not just think about a historical Shanghai,dbthe mythical Shanghai that
is evoked by literature, old movies and Chinatowmall. It is as much a place
of myth as it is of history. The Chinese who limeShanghai serve only to frame
the plot which is in fact concerned with Westerndtss a city located in a
country that has remained multi-layered in our camssness which can serve as
an ethos, a backdrop against which could be forimdla political statement
drawn from another cultur&vhen We Were Orphans set against just such a
backdrop of corrupt bureaucracies and extravagaiitd) the Chinese civil war
and the conflicts among the various forces in thenghai equation.

The crisis within China came to head as the natisharmies under Chiang Kai-shek sought
to consolidate their hold over the great internatb treaty-port city of Shanghai, while the
Chinese communist party tried to develop the warkaovement there as a prelude to a wider
revolutionary upsurge inland. At the same time, ititernational arm of the Soviet Communist
party, the Comintern, sought to dissuade the Cleireesnmunists from over-violent actions which
would alienate the nationalists irredeemably and growerful financial interests of Shanghai —
Western European, American and Japanese — wattigedonflict anxiously, determined to protect
their enormous investments in the af#éinks and Rush (1990:100-116)).
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With this as the introductory political setting,etlplot moves back and
forth through time from Shanghai to England andkbagain to the Shanghai
of the Sino-Japanese War, a journey that represantgyage into the
protagonist’s repressed subconscious.

Christopher Banks, the narrator and main protagasfi$vhen We Were
Orphans,was raised in colonial Shanghai but is brought baxkngland
when he is ten after the mysterious disappearahéeso his father and then
his mother. His mother, was an outspoken, ardemooent of the opium
trade, the unspoken, shady-business side of thea@oynhis father worked
for. There seem to be two possibilities as to thduation of the couple:
either by criminals involved in drug trafficking doreign business interests
intent on silencing his mother’s protests. Aftegitrdisappearance, he goes to
live with an aunt and from the substantial inherd@a the reader and Banks
assume he received, he is given a privileged edhtafihough given an
ultra-English upbringing, he still remains unnatuia British society, “an
odd bird”.

Ostensibly,When We Were Orpharis a detective story. When he was a
young boy, Christopher and his best friend, Akisméshita, used to play at
being detectives and solving the case of his nisdather. As an adult,
Christopher is on his way to becoming a detectivevell-known repute and
standing who moves through London’s elite societyirdy the 1920s and
1930s. It is here that Christopher meets his copaté in the woman, Sarah
Hemmings. He also adopts an orphaned child, Jenrifewever, there are
certain riddles and inconsistencies about his fedtare not clear, and his life
is suspended in a solution mixed from the realifyte moment and his
memory and dreams, both reliable and not.

With his rising fame, Christopher is under thedlhn that he can use his
acumen to restore order to the world around himcétaes to believe that his
ability to solve the mystery of his parents’ disapmance somehow holds the
key to containing the world's “growing turmoil” fro the Chinese-Japanese
conflict to the escalating crisis in Europe, andttitis his duty to return there,
not only to regain his family but to save all ofitzation. He seems to be
driven by nostalgia and a primal desire to putdkimight even as the world
grows more bizarre and menacing. As Ishiguro hifrssls:

[..] it gets a little strange. There is a boy, ChristeplBanks, who loses his parents at an
early age. When he grows up and becomes an aHale'$ a part of him that remains that small
child who has lost his parents. He thinks thatbaltl things in the world would be put right if only
he could find his parents. Many, many years labare’s a part of him that thinks, ‘It's still ntdo
late. If only | could get back to that place, Shiaaig on the other side of the world, I'll still firmy
parents, held up somewhere in some shack by timagiers. And then all the bad things in the
world would go away.’ A picture in ‘When We WergpRans' is painted of the world that bends
around that crazy logic, which allows Christopheairi®s to have that logic, rather than the one
that tells him he's mafishiguro and Feeney (2000)).
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Ishiguro believes that in many people, there isesemall irrational core of
motivation. In Banks, Ishiguro has created a patégy who is trying to repair his
damaged childhood. If he were actually sensiblelagidal about what happened
to him in his childhood and the resulting consegeeine would realize that it is
actually far too late to change anythilighen We Were Orphaissan adventure of
the mind which might have been different had anottmuntry and era been
chosen.

In all three of the selected works that have bdessen,A Pale View of
Hills, An Artist of the Floating WorldndWhen We Were Orpharisis important
to remember the luxury of the dialogue which Ishigwses to decide the
meanings of the characters actions and charts tbenses of action in a way
that arouses the attention and interest of theeredlde are not given facts which
might deflect from the characters’ vision but aieeg a glimpse of their private
worlds. We are given contradictions through thespravhich in themselves are
piercing insights of revelation. His novels are stoumcted along the lines of
layered tension but remain within the realms ofrgday experience. As Ishiguro
has statedthere's a surface quietness to my books pnfd Salman Rushdie
(1989:53) has notedlust below the understatement of the novels sarfaca
turbulence immense as it is slow.

References

Novels

Ishiguro, K. 1991.A Pale View of HillsLondon: Faber & Faber.
Ishiguro, K. 1987.An Artist of the Floating World.ondon: Faber & Faber.
Ishiguro, K. 2000.When We Were Orphandew York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Critical essaysand books

Lewis, B. 2000.Kazuo IshiguroManchester: Manchester University Press.

Newton, A.Z. 1997.Narrative EthicsCambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Shaffer, B.W. 1998.Understanding Kazuo Ishigur@olumbia, SC: University of South Carolina
Press.

Wong, C.F. 2000.Kazuo Ishigurolavistock: Northcote House Publishers.

Wood, M. 1998.Children of Silence: On Contemporary Fictiddew York: Columbia University
Press.

Interviews

Feeney, F.X. 2000.Kazuo Ishiguro with F.X. Feeneriter’s Guild Theater: Los Angeles.

135



Reviews

Bouldrey, B. 2000. 24 September. “When we were orpha8ari Francisco Chronicle

Carey, J. 2000. 2 April. “When we were orphanghe SundayTimes.

Hensher, P. 2000. 19 March. “It's the way he tells it..The Observer

lyer, P. 2000. 5 October. “Foreign affaiThe New York Review of Books

Jaggi, M. 2000. 1 April. “In search of lost crimesThe Guardian.

Kakutani, M. 2000. 19 September. “The case he can'’t solve:tActige’s delusions. The New
York TimegLate Edition).

Mackenzie, S. 2000. 25 March. “Between two worlds'he Guardian.

Rushdie, S. 1989. 21 May. “What the butler didn't se&He Observer.

Unnikrishnan, R. 2000. 1 October. “When we were orphariégiv York Post.

Whitaker, P. 2000. 3 April. “When we were orphandieéw Statesman

Wood, J. 2000. 16 October. “The unconsoledtie New Republic.

General

Aames, R. andD. Hall 1987.Thinking Through Confuciuglbany, NY: State University of New
York Press.

Benedict, R. [1946] 1989. The Chrysanthemum & The SworBoston: Houghton Mifflin
Company.

Booth, W.C. 1983.The Rhetoric of Fiction: Second EditioBhicago, London: The University of
Chicago Press.

Campbédll, J. 1991.The Masks of God: Oriental Mythology VallNew York: Arkana.

Fowler, R. 1996. Linguistic Criticism: Second EditionOxford, New York: Oxford University
Press.

Lodge, D. with N. Wood (eds). 2000Modern Criticism and Theory: Second EditidEssex, UK:
Longman.

Lodge, D. 1981. Working With Structuralism: Essays and Reviews 6fi and 28" Century
Literature.London: Routledge Kegan.

Lodge, D. 1992.The Art of FictionLondon: Penguin Books.

Said, E. 2000.Reflections on Exile and Other Ess@ambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Said, E. 1979.0rientalism New York: Vintage Books.

Winks, R.W. andJ.R. Rush (eds). 1990Asia in Western FictianManchester, UK: Manchester
University Press.

136



