
Chapter One 

The Unconsoled Stranger’s Vision of Home:  

A Pale View of Hills and An Artist of the Floating World 

 

Home is here, not a particular place that one simply inhabits, but more than 
one place: there are too many homes to allow place to secure the roots or 
routes of one’s destination. (Ahmed, “Home and Away” 77) 

 
It’s my present that is foreign, and that the past is home, albeit a lost home 
in a lost city in the mists of lost time. (Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands 9) 

 
 

 What does it mean to be at home when one is caught between two worlds, 

between the past and the present?  When home can only be remembered as 

something located somewhere in the past, how does one find and found a home from 

the here-and-now, from the space almost but not quite the same as the “‘real’ Home”?  

The “‘real’ Home,” according to Sarah Ahmed, is the space from which “one imagines 

oneself to have originated, and in which one projects the self as both homely and 

original.”  It is in the “Home” that one is “a guest, relying on the hospitality of 

others” (Ahmed 77) to reorder one’s cognition of home.  The Home is, therefore, the 

most unhomely place one seeks to return.  But how is one’s notion of home, a place 

providing familiarity and consolation, complicated as the “Home”?  Through the 

very “failure of memory: ‘I couldn’t remember anything,’” as suggested by Ahmed, 

one becomes the alien of the Home because the very failure of individual memory can 
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be “compensated for” by collective memory, and the writing of the history of a nation, 

in which one can allow oneself to fit in, by “being assigned a place in a forgotten 

past” (77, emphasis original).  In her examination of what “was all lost,” Ahmed 

maintains that one tends to move from an “I” to a “we” when one “returns to the real 

Home” (78).  Hence the “we” becomes “writeable” as a story of “a shared past that is 

already lost” (Ahmed 78).  Through the sharing of the lost past, of “the act of 

forgetting,” the “we” comes to be written as Home.  Accordingly, as one narrates the 

experience of migration and estrangement, one would discover that what is already 

lost is the fantastic “real Home” because the memorial process has made it an-other 

location that can only be reached in memory, not in reality.  The impossibility of 

physically or metaphorically returning to a “real Home” makes one wander through 

past to the present and become stranger than the one who was once a stranger to the 

self but now has become, in Kristeva’s terms, a stranger within the self.   

 The home of the stranger stranger is always referred to a remote place in which 

memories of the past are recalled through the founding of the present inhabitable 

space.  His memory of being-at-home is intertwined with his desire to find “a lost 

home in a lost city in the mists of lost time” (Rushdie, Imaginary Homeland 9).  It is 

the stranger’s recognition of having more than one home that the stranger cannot 

remember a particular place of home to conflate the present experience with the 
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memory of the past.  Having too many homes handicaps the possibility of returning 

Home, of tracing back to his or her originality.  His or her movement between homes, 

therefore, accommodates Home to become an imaginary homeland, separated from 

the worldly place of living now-here.  In light of this, the place where home is most 

likely located is not the place of inhabitance.  The home is always already a 

reference to a place where the Home is.  The here-and-now is almost but not quite 

the same as the space of Home and hence becomes the “unhomely home” where one 

finds a destination which cannot be reached due to one’s failure of memory on the 

way back to the “real Home.” 

 This enigmatic journey between homes makes Home an impossible return but a 

necessary demarcation in the process of home-coming.  It also helps delve into the 

meaning of being at home, of be-coming home in the in-between world.  Any 

attempt to portray the estranged self’s land of origin, of the “real Home,” would fail to 

be faithful to the objective reality, as Salman Rushdie reminds us in Imaginary 

Homeland, that home is anywhere but here (10).  Recognizing that the distance of 

time and space falsifies facts, Rushdie re-visions his India from an onlooker’s 

viewpoint to prevent from having to validate his remembered experiences with 

objective realities.  He puts much emphasis on making his India “as imaginatively 

true as I could,” realizing that “what I was actually doing was a novel of memory and 
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about memory, so that my India was just that: ‘my’ India, a version and no more than 

just one of all the hundreds of millions of possible versions” (Rushdie 10).  The one 

who is caught between two worlds must necessarily “deal in broken mirrors, some of 

whose fragments have been irretrievably lost” (Rushdie 11).  But it is precisely this 

fragmentary nature of these memories of the irretrievable past, the incoherent context 

they display and the partial explanations they offer, that make them intensely 

reminiscent for the “transplanted” characters.  For Rushdie, these “shards of memory 

acquired greater status, greater resonance because they were remains; fragmentation 

made trivial things seem like symbols, and the mundane acquired numinous qualities” 

(12, emphasis original).  To re-present the “shards of memory” becomes one of the 

expedients that the estranged self employs to conjure up his or her memory of 

being-at-home in the evanescent world.  

 This chapter deals with Ishiguro’s narratives of the unhomely subjects who seek 

to return to the “real Home” but become guests in their place of origin—Etsuko in A 

Pale View of Hills and Ono in An Artist of the Floating World.  Following the logic 

of the stranger stranger I have proposed in the introductory chapter, I wish to 

problematize the concept of home from the likes of Etsuko and Ono who have 

become strangers, migrants whose bodies are out of place in the everyday world they 

inhabit.  In the case of Etsuko, the condition of being a stranger is determined by the 
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event of leaving home.  But there are always encounters with others already 

recognized as strangers “within,” as Sara Ahmed suggests, rather than simply 

“between,” nations.  To argue otherwise would be to “imagine the nation as a 

purified space, and to deny the differences within that space: it would be to assume 

that you only encounter strangers at the border.”  Within any home, “it is not only the 

border line that brings our attention to the strangers that seem out of place.”  It is by 

coming “too close to home” that the stranger comes to be recognized as a homeless 

character (Ahmed 88).  In the case of Masuji Ono in An Artist of the Floating World, 

it is his ardent attachment to the war in postwar Japan that he becomes a homeless 

stranger without taking the action of leaving home. 

Both Etsuko’s and Ono’s improper pasts result in their having a home that is 

impossible to inhabit in the present.  The question of being-at-home or 

being-away-from-home is therefore a question of memory, of the intervals between 

past and present.  In their attempt to remember the past experience of being-at-home, 

Etsuko and Ono search for the lost bits of memory by recounting their “strange 

encounters” with either a friend “[Etsuko] was to be admitted into her confidence” for 

a short time in postwar Japan (Pale 13), or old acquaintances to whom Ono bears 

close affinity during the heyday of Japanese imperialism.  While dealing with their 

present experience of being away from home, however, Etsuko and Ono choose to 
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stay in the “community of strangers” because they eventually realize that their failure 

to retain consistent memory of the past leads them nowhere but to a land of strangers.  

They are destined to lodge in the land of strangers even though they both try to evoke 

the improper past together with the memory of an-other person known as the familiar 

and the intimate, the “double,” as defined by Kristeva.  They ostensibly hold sway 

over the other, but the act of imputing the culpable past to the other has uncannily 

detained them in the community of the scapegoat, chanting their woe of bearing the 

secret guilt for all.      

  In order to draw a connection between Etsuko’s and Ono’s manipulation of the 

double, I will treat A Pale View of Hills and An Artist of the Floating World as each 

other’s “double” to probe into the sinuous contour of the unhomely home of the 

unconsoled strangers implied in the Japanese cultural context Ishiguro creates for his 

war stories.  The writer’s representation of Japan will also be examined to deal with 

the conflicts between personal and national history and the struggles between the 

individual and the collective memory.  In what sense are Etsuko in A Pale View of 

Hills and Ono in An Artist of the Floating World stranger strangers haunted by their 

memories of the Home?  When they in due course realize that they are destined to be 

both accepted and rejected in a place recognized as home, is it possible that they find 

and found a place where their sense of belonging is impermanent but secured and 



 47

sense of recognition ephemeral but possible?   

For the ageing Masuji Ono, Japan has become a sojourning abode rather than a 

place of home because the one he recalls as a home is located somewhere in prewar 

Japan.  Due to his career as a politically motivated artist before and during the war, 

Ono is accused of being a propagandist of Japanese imperialism after the war and 

reduced to spending the remaining days in repairing the once-impressive house he 

purchased through “an auction of prestige” in his prime time (Artist 10).  Lodging in 

a war-damaged estate once belonging to “the most respected and influential” Akira 

Sugimura (Artist 7), Ono now lives a life fraught with tension.  This is manifest in 

his relations with those of the younger generation who believe that the older ones 

advocated wrong ideals leading the nation to defeat and shame.  In order to ward off 

the wounds of the past, Ono immerses himself in the memories of the glorious days 

spent with his fellow comrades in the pleasure district, a free floating and flirting 

world they frequented during the war.  Nonetheless, everyone is now seeking 

dissociation from him.  If it is the imperial war that helped Ono reach his prime time, 

it is the very same war that brings to light the prestigious artist’s homeless mind in 

postwar Japan.   

As for Etsuko, a middle-aged Japanese woman living alone in the English 

countryside, her present life is possessed by her remorse of her eldest daughter’s death 
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and her memories of Japan undergoing social reconstruction and rehabilitation after 

the blast of the atomic bomb.  Etsuko, like Ono, is also haunted by an illusive past 

which is revealed through remembering her friendship with Sachiko in postwar 

Nagasaki.  The cause of Keiko’s committing suicide remains mysterious that the 

readers cannot but postulate through the enigmatic behavior of Sachiko’s unhappy 

daughter, Mariko, who appears anxious about her mother’s hoping to leave for the 

United States with her American lover.  Etsuko now resides in England, but her 

present experience of being-at-home is still tainted with her memory of 

being-away-from-home.  Her “negation of the homely,” her unhomely concept of 

home, locates the strangeness in the familiar, and therefore, makes her an unconsoled 

guest in England and a homeless stranger in Japan after making the decision to bring 

Keiko to England and remarry.  Both Etsuko’s and Ono’s senses of unhomeliness 

and displacement remain by the end of their stories of search for a home to return to, 

but they have learned to accept who they are and eventually find a heart at rest even 

though they fail to cross the threshold and remain in the interim between a traumatic 

past and an estranged present. 

 Critics concerned with the paradigm of the imaginary homelands have a 

propensity to see Ishiguro as a between-world writer.  Barry Lewis, Megumi Arai 

and Rocio G. Davis, for example, regards Ishiguro’s literary creation as a reflection of 
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both his personal odyssey of displacement and his search for self (Lewis 1-6, Arai 31, 

Davis 140-41).  In his attempt to contextualize Ishiguro with the intertexts he 

examines,2  Lewis maintains that it is Ishiguro’s “homeless mind” that we can 

approach his work through the “concepts of dislocation and homeless” to explore the 

“richness” implied in the intertexts he creates (1-2).   One of the “richness” that 

Lewis tackles is the main characters’ homeless situation.  All his narrators live in 

houses that are “not quite homes” but “simply dwellings, convenient places from 

which to manage their private and public affairs” (Lewis 7).   Their homeless minds 

make them “perfect representatives of the century of displacement” and “reflections 

of Ishiguro’s experience” of being an international writer (Lewis 7, 13).   

 Although it is “beguiling” to approach Ishiguro’s work merely from his peculiar 

biographical circumstances, Lewis maintains that we cannot but doing so because 

Ishiguro finds it “more productive to deal with characters who are unlike him” (7-8, 

emphasis original).  Ishiguro chooses not to write “directly” about himself because 

“distancing” urges him to “look at his subjects from the outside” and helps him “avoid 

                                                 
2  Barry Lewis has presented a painstaking examination of the intertextual features that 
foreground Ishiguro’s qualities of being an international writer.  According to Lewis, the 
English writers Ishiguro is frequently compared to are Jane Austen and Henry James, while 
the European ones are Fyodor Dostoevsky, Anton Chekhov and Vladimir Nabokov (11-12).  
However, Ishiguro sounds reluctant as he tells Shaikh that “I know lots of people think I’m 
influenced by people like Henry James and Jane Austen, neither of whom I like at all.  But I 
think it’s perfectly possible that an author can be influenced a lot not by the writers he or she 
really likes, but by something they happen to read at a certain point.  I have been influenced 
by things I just happened to read and thought” (Shaikh).   
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the temptation to deal with material that may be personally interesting, but artistically 

irrelevant” (Lewis 8).  But there still appear some autobiographical elements in his 

work.  Ono’s grandson Ichiro in An Artist of the Floating World, for example, 

evidently “reflects many aspects of Ishiguro’s childhood, particularly his love of 

popular American culture and its icons” (Lewis 8-9).  In a broader sense of the 

autobiographical writing, Lewis posits, Ishiguro expresses his observation of “how the 

world works” in his presentation of the main characters’ homeless mind (9).   

 However, Lewis does not assent to those who read Ishiguro’s work exclusively 

from the aspect of his Japanese origins.  Ishiguro was stereotypically conditioned by 

critics and reviewers for his oriental name and appearance, facing “compulsory 

analogies to Sumo wrestling, geisha girls and Toyotas,” when he first became known 

in the literary circle (Lewis 9).  Although these partial views give him an edge to 

create a distinct marketable image, the limitations come along and soon become 

problems.  One reviewer, Lewis points out, even posits that A Pale View of Hills is 

translated from Japanese (9).3   Ishiguro has once recalled his reactions to the 

unfavorable comment in an interview conducted by Blake Morrison: 

  These stereotypes are all right as part of a publicity game.  Where it starts  
to get irritating is when people read your work in a certain sort of way: it  

                                                 
3  Megumi Arai happens to be the one who proposes that A Pale View of Hills is “reminiscent 
of English translations of Japanese novels” (30).  Her argument will be examined as I go 
through her observations on Ishiguro’s vision of Japan. 
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seems my Japanese novels are so exotic and remote that I could have 
written bizarre Márquezian or Kafkaesque stuff and people would still have 
taken it as straight realism.  I’ve always struggled with this literal-minded 
tendency in British audiences. (35) 

 Ishiguro is also stereotypically compared with world-known Japanese writers, 

such as Yukio Mishima4 and Natsume Soseki.5  If Ishiguro’s books, according to 

Lewis, had been published pseudonymously, “nobody would think of comparing him 

with Japanese writers” (10).  By contrast, Anthony Thwaite maintains that “there are 

distinct Japanese characteristics (such as indirectness) in Ishiguro’s work, however 

much he may disclaim them” (17).  To eliminate the Japaneseness from Ishiguro’s 

work is, according to Thwaite, a “disingenuous ploy to prevent comparisons with the 

likes of Natsume Soseki and Junichiro Tanizaki” (17). 6  The melancholy and irony 

                                                 
4  Yukio Mishima (三島由紀夫, 1925-1970) is notable for both his nihilistic postwar writing 
and the circumstances of his harakiri.  His Confessions of a Mask (《仮面の告白》Kamen no 
Kokuhaku, 1949) has always been regarded as expressions of autobiography, but he is 
reported to have no response to any of such remarks.  For more information, please link to 
the Yukio Mishima Cyber Museum: <http://www.vill.yamanakako.yamanashi.jp/bungaku/ 
mishima/index-e.html>. 
 
5  Natsume Soseki (夏目漱石, 1867-1961) is widely regarded as the Charles Dickens of 
Japan.  I am a Cat (《吾輩は猫である》Wagahai wa Neko dearu, 1905), a novel full of 
sarcasm and supposedly narrated by a cat, wins him public admiration and critical acclaim as 
well.  Themes involved in Soseki’s works are mainly the conflict between duty and desire, 
personal isolation and estrangement, the rapid industrialization of Japan and its social 
consequences, and a pessimistic view of human nature aroused by the shame of Japan’s 
mimicking of Western culture.  Information acquired from <http://www.f.waseda.jp/mjewel/ 
jlit/authors_works/modernlit/natsume_soseki.html>.  
 
6  Junichiro Tanizaki (谷崎潤一郎, 1886-1965) is best known for Sasameyuki (《細雪》
1943-48), a detailed account of an Osaka family that embraced a tradition-bound way of life.  
It was considered the first major Japanese work of the post-World War II period.  Many of 
Tanizaki’s works carry an implied condemnation of excessive interest in Western things, 
which is no doubt one of the “distinct Japanese characteristics,” as Thwaite perceives it, but 
never a sufficient reason to include Ishiguro in the literary circle of Japanese writers. 
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constructed with circumspect manner, the austere but deceptive dialogues disguising 

uncommon sensitivity, and the subtle device of artistic somberness, all of these seem 

to reveal, in the words of Lewis, “an oriental sensibility” (10, emphasis mine).        

 Rocio G. Davis also indicates that Ishiguro’s early novels are suffused with 

“exquisite Japanese sensibility,” especially his description of Stevens’s world in The 

Remains of the Day (144).  Congruent with Lewis’s examination, Davis maintains 

that Ishiguro’s fiction explores the Japanese character and history as a reflection of 

both his personal odyssey of displacement and his search for selfhood.  Ishiguro’s 

writing about Japan, Davis adds, is a “conscious effort” to “preserve his imaginary 

Japan in a book” before it thoroughly vanished from memory (141).  The result of 

this intentional effort is three, as Davis calls them, “exquisitely elaborated novels”—A 

Pale View of Hills, An Artist of the Floating World, and The Remains of the Day.  

Due to his awareness of being a “homeless writer,” Ishiguro has to “retain his 

memories and to recreate their panorama through fiction” (Davis 141).  The narrative 

itself, therefore, is “converted into” the writer’s pursuit of an identity that is denied by 

history (Davis 141).   

 For Ishiguro, Davis continues, imagining a Japan in his novels attests to his 

impulse to contrive a “personal and imaginary homeland” exclusively for him to 

demonstrate “what happens when the act of trying to remember and the act of creating 
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begin to overlap.”  Because his aim is to “record” and “preserve” the kind of Japan 

he remembers, Ishiguro creates stories to draw on “a compound of his early childhood 

recollections, his family upbringing, textbook facts and the Japanese films of the 

fifties” (Davis 142).  His acknowledgement of lacking direct information about 

Japan has forced him to reject “a realist purpose in writing”; Ishiguro has to rely on 

his imagination to “give vent to both originality and self” (Davis 142).  It is in this 

regard that Ishiguro painstakingly portrays his Japan in his first two novels, Davis 

posits.  As Ishiguro once said in an interview that “the visual images of Japan have a 

great poignancy for me” (Mason 336), Davis contends that Ishiguro sketches the 

setting in details in order to give “an emotive charge to the landscape itself,” which 

happens to be the “essence of Eastern art,” particularly that of Japanese poetry (142).  

With this in mind, Davis then concludes that Ishiguro reflects the “Japanese 

preference of subtlety and suggestion in art,” while his “perfectly composed dialogue” 

evokes the “carefully elaborated foreignness” eminent in his earlier novels (145). 

 Megumi Arai also argues that Ishiguro’s style is “un-English” when compared 

with those created by writers such as Timothy Mo and Ruth Prawer Jhabrala,7 who 

                                                 7  Ruth Prawer Jhabrala is an acclaimed screenwriter who adapted Ishiguro’s The Remains of 
the Day in 1993.  Jhabvala was born in Germany in 1924 to a Polish-Jewish father and a 
German-Jewish mother.  The family fled the Nazis in 1939 and emigrated to England.  She 
then moved to India in the early 1950s with her husband, an Indian architect, and began to 
write novels about life there which brought her international attention.  In 1975, she won the 
Booker Prize for her novel Heat and Dust, a love story of a bored colonial wife who marries 
to an English officer and falls in love with the local nawab, an Indian prince.  Fifty years 
later her step-granddaughter, the narrator, travels to India to explore the enigma of the family 
scandal.  Likewise, Timothy Mo was born in Hong Kong to a Cantonese father and an 
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treat their “exotic characters and settings in a distinctly English, comedy-of-manners 

style” (33).  In her examination of Ishiguro’s Japan, Arai maintains that A Pale View 

of Hills is a novel “emphatically Japanese,” while An Artist of the Floating World “a 

true-to-type and yet curiously unrealistic Japan” (30).  With her “formal and rather 

stiff style of English,” Etsuko in A Pale View of Hills reminds the reader of “a Japan 

which is in accord with the Westerner’s image of Japan—the Japan of Ozu, 8 

Kawabata,9 and Tanizaki seen through Western eyes” (Arai 30).  For the Western 

reader, Arai explains, there is nothing “unpredictable or disturbing” about this Japan 

                                                                                                                                            
English mother.  With Salman Rushdie and Kazuo Ishiguro, Mo emerged in the 1980s as one 
of the most important novelists writing about bi-cultural diversity, reflecting both his 
Anglo-Chinese background and his concerns for the effects of imperialism and colonial rule 
in South-East Asia, such as Sour Sweet (1982), An Insular Possession (1986), and The 
Redundancy of Courage (1991).  All three novels were shortlisted for the Booker Prize and 
bear literary affinities to Ishiguro’s treatment of the odd shards of memory. 
 
8  Yasujiro Ozu (小津安二郎, 1903-1963) was known as “the master of Japanese film” in the 
1970s, and his “pared-down style” has won him fans among movie enthusiasts (McGee).  
Ozu’s films are immensely influenced by the silent Hollywood melodramas and often divided 
into pre- and postwar series.  Most of his masterpieces examine the basic struggles people 
face in ordinary life: the cycles of birth and death, the transition from childhood to adulthood, 
and the tension between tradition and modernity.  Their titles, such as Equinox Flower (《彼
岸花》Higan-Bana, 1958) and Late Autumn (《秋日和》Akibiyori, 1960), often emphasize the 
changing of seasons, “a symbolic backdrop for the evolving transitions of human experience” 
(Wrigley).  Among his popular shomin-geki (庶民劇), drama about people like you and me, 
Tokyo Story (《東京物語》, Tokyo Monogatari, 1953) is regarded as the most representative of 
“Ozu’s tatami-views of Japanese familiar strains” (McGee).  Tokyo Story is Ozu’s sad story 
of generational conflict taking place in postwar Tokyo, where an elderly couple’s visit to their 
demanding and self-seeking offspring in Tokyo is met with indifference.  This lack of 
gratitude only serves to reveal permanent emotional differences, which the parents gracefully 
accept and then return home.  Ozu’s examination of the slow fracturing of the Japanese 
family in Tokyo Story is filled with “quiet resignation, a never-ending acceptance and the 
realization that tradition is subject to change” (Wrigley).  Ishiguro is on a par with Ozu in 
their treating the old men’s acquiescent attitude towards the changing society.  It is on 
account of this, I venture, that Megumi Arai compares Ishiguro’s Japan with Ozu’s, and A 
Pale View of Hills “reminiscent of English translations of Japanese novels” (30). 
 
9 Kawabata Yasunari (川端康成, 1899-1972) is the first Japanese novelist winning the Nobel 
Prize in Literature in 1968 for his lyrical and subtly shaded prose.  He achieved acclaim with 
“The Dancing Girl of Izu” (〈伊豆の踊子〉) in 1926, a story exploring the dawning eroticism 
of young love, published his first novel Snow Country (《雪国》) in installments from 1935 to 
1937.  Most of his works explore themes of love.  Snow Country is a stark tale of a love 
affair between a Tokyo dilettante and a provincial geisha.  It established Kawabata as one of 
Japan’s foremost authors and became “Kawabata’s masterpiece,” according to Edward G. 
Seidensticker, whose accurate English translation of Kawabata led to the writer’s winning the 
Nobel Prize in Literature.  
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because it is what one would expect the postwar Japan to be.  Ishiguro creates a 

Japanese woman, who is “apparently alienated from her own country,” to present this 

picture of Japan and thus prevents the reader from “expecting a realistic 

representation of that country.”  This scheme of his makes the reader lost in the maze 

of “whether he is looking at Ishiguro’s picture of Japan itself or at his idea of Japan as 

seen through Westernized eyes” (Arai 30).   

 The Japanese narrator becomes an old man in An Artist of the Floating World, 

reliving his past by evoking it together with others, but he remains “stiff and formal” 

in his narration of postwar Japan (Arai 30).  As in A Pale View of Hills, Ishiguro here 

fashions a postwar Japan with its “combination of the old and the new, with its 

arranged marriages, authoritative fathers, young men in dark suits, and young girls, 

every giggling, and yet at the same time outspoken and ‘modern’” (Arai 30).  

Although both Etsuko and Ono’s Japan is “true-to-type but curiously unrealistic,” it 

demonstrates nothing more than a “conceptualized view of the country, seen . . . in the 

somewhat hazy memories of [the] narrators” (Arai 33).  This Japan is, in the eye of 

Arai, a kind of “floating world”; it melts away when the novels end (33).    

Unlike most of the postcolonial writers using the imperial mother tongue to piece 

together their postcolonial characters’ shards of memory about home and their 

multicultural experience, Ishiguro is, as Oe identifies him, “an author who writes in 
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English” (Oe and Ishiguro 117).  He also creates a location of culture to show his 

interests in “the human capacity to accept what must seem like a limited and cruel 

fate” (Moore and Sontheimer 2).  His situation of being a postcolonial writer differs 

from those with international roots or affiliations in Britain, say, Salman Rushdie and 

Timothy Mo, on the grounds that he is not a descendant of the British Empire and thus 

prevents himself from treating the ambivalent relationship between the ex-colonies 

and Britain.  Furthermore, Ishiguro does not write about his own immigrant 

experience in Great Britain with “terrific energy.”  As he tells Allan Vorda and Kim 

Herzinger in 1990, he writes differently from someone like Rushdie and Mo:  

My style is almost the antithesis of Rushdie’s or Mo’s.  Their writing tends 
to have these quirks where it explodes in all kinds of directions.  Rushdie’s 
language always seems to be reaching out—to express meaning that can’t 
usually be expressed through normal language.  Just structurally his books 
have this terrific energy.  They just grow in every direction at once, and he 
doesn’t particularly care if the branches lead nowhere. . . . The language I 
use tends to be the sort that actually suppresses meaning and tries to hide 
away meaning rather than chase after something just beyond the reach of 
words.  I’m interested in the way words hide meaning. (9-10, emphasis 
added)     

From a literary point of view, Ishiguro considers himself antithetical to Rushdie and 

Mo.  The only possible and valid way in coming to grips with their works is, 

Ishiguro says, the consciousness that Britain is no longer “the center of the universe” 

(Vorda and Herzinger 10).  Indeed, Ishiguro continues, “there was a time when 

Britain thought it had this dominant role in the world for a long time, that Britain 
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thought it was the head of this huge empire” (Vorda and Herzinger 10).  But if “you 

happen to actually live in a country that you think won’t actually provide a broad 

enough setting to address what you see as the really crucial issues of the age, that 

inevitably means you start moving away from straight realism” to “imagination” 

(Vorda and Herzinger 11, 12).   

Therefore, no matter what cultural context Ishiguro refers, it is always a referent 

out of the writer’s imagination and his sense of being “stuck on the margins” (Vorda 

and Herzinger 12).  The floating world he fashions is not what Arai suggests a 

fade-away mechanism.  Whether he sets his story in Japan, England, China or some 

unidentified small town in Europe, Ishiguro exerts his poetic license to deal with one’s 

unreliable narration of the guilt-ridden past and one’s reconciliation with the 

outlandish present.  What we are encouraged to do is to approach his narratives of 

memory from a humanistic concern with the emotional impact that world events have 

inflicted on individual lives, not to juxtapose them with objective historical texts.    

Although Arai refers to Ishiguro’s statement that A Pale View of Hills was originally 

set in the western part of England, and his characters, setting, and background are 

simply mediums for the theme he intends to convey, Arai sounds reluctant when she 

reiterates that it is not Ishiguro’s intention to “[depict] and reveal the ‘real’ Japanese.”  

It is also considered disparaging as she defends Ishiguro the kind of writer who does 
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not “probe and expose to the reader’s derision the weakness and foibles of the 

characters in the style of the English comedy of manners” (33).  Her observation on 

Ishiguro’s vision of Japan in terms of the English comedy of manners seems too 

equivocal to be convincing.  Moreover, her comparing Ishiguro with writers like 

Jhabrala and Mo is also arguable when she considers their writing styles less 

“un-English” than Ishiguro’s on the basis of their migration experiences and their 

treatment of how fragments of the past affect the present.  Arai, on the one hand, 

emphasizes that Ishiguro’s style is “un-English” and his aim is not to paint a 

“revealing picture” of the Japanese characters.  On the other hand, however, she 

accuses him of creating the type of Japanese in accord with the Western eyes.  By so 

doing, Arai paradoxically initiates a “disingenuous ploy,” Thwaite’s accusation of 

Ishiguro, to understand the writer’s treatment of his Japanese characters and his 

elaboration on the theme of remorse and shame.   

 Ishiguro also finds it inexplicable to compare him with the Japanese writers.  

His lack of first-hand information about Japan has put him into a position of relying 

largely on his imagination: “I just invent a Japan which serves my needs.  And I put 

that Japan together out of little scraps, out of memories, out of speculation, out of 

imagination,” as he tells Mason (341).  More importantly, his Japan is derived not 

from his (post)colonial experience of being excluded from the dominant culture but 
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from his experience of being a privileged homeless in his adopted home.  To such an 

extent, I consider it apposite to suggest that Ishiguro is not a Japanese writer, and his 

literary creation should not be paralleled with the Japanese characteristics he barely 

inherits.  Ishiguro can be seen as a “homeless” writer, whose work, as Lewis 

perceives it, demonstrates the “tug-of-war between a sense of homelessness and being 

‘at home’” (3).  Nonetheless, I find it incongruous to juxtapose the writer’s land of 

origin with his imaginary work of home, as Lewis does in his study of Ishiguro, while 

probing into his characters’ efforts to come to terms with the impossibility of 

returning to the “real Home.”  

Ishiguro’s homeless mind is reflected, to a certain extent, on his characters’ sense 

of loss or their urge to reclaim and look back, but his work is not what Davis 

perceives as a “conscious effort” to “preserve” the writer’s vague image of homeland 

in a book before it completely melts away.  To claim that the Japan in A Pale View of 

Hills and An Artist of the Floating World attests to the writer’s awareness of being a 

“homeless writer” is to ignore the between-world writer’s intention to present an 

“international setting” (Moore and Sontheimer 2).  When asked about the setting in 

his latest Never Let Me Go (2005), Ishiguro manifests himself by saying: 

I never wanted to write books that are actually about England.  I know 
many very good writers in Britain who are very concerned to take the 
temperature of British society, but for me . . . I call it “England,” but it’s just 
an imaginary setting.  When I wrote The Remains of the Day, which many 
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people think is a very English novel, that England too was a very made-up 
England. . . . Through out my career I’ve struggled to encourage people to 
read my books on a more metaphorical level.  I’m less attached to my 
settings than, for example, Saul Bellow.  The setting of a novel for me is 
just a part of the technique. I choose it at the end. (Moore and Sontheimer 2) 

Later he talks about how he devises his work:   

I often start with the relationships, or the questions, the themes.  The 
setting always comes at the end.  When I’m preparing a novel, this is 
always my big problem.  I often have a whole story, and then I find my self 
location-hunting through history books and thinking, “Well, if I set this 
during the Cuban Revolution, that might be interesting.”  My first novel 
ended up being set in Nagasaki at the end of World War II, but when I first 
started it, it was set in Cornwall. (Moore and Sontheimer 3) 

As for his literary influences, Ishiguro reiterates that he retains no significant 

influence among the Japanese writers.  Rather, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Chekhov, and 

Japanese filmmakers from the 1950s, like Yasujiro Ozu or Akira Kurosawa,10 are 

those who have great impact on him (Moore and Sontheimer 3).  Although such 

statement of his is seen as a “disingenuous ploy” by Anthony Thwaite, I am convinced 

that Ishiguro is not making an excuse for his lack of authenticity in English or 

Japanese literary tradition.  Such defectiveness does not eclipse his literary 

achievement in world literatures; on the country, it makes him an “international 

writer,” or a “global writer,” as Moore and Sontheimer situate him, who bears in mind 

                                                 
10  Akira Kurosawa (黑澤明, 1910-1998) is a prominent Japanese film director whose work 
has greatly influenced a whole generation of filmmakers worldwide.  His first credited film, 
Sugata Sanshiro (《姿三四郎》) was released in 1943, and he won an Oscar for Lifetime 
Achievement in 1993.  Ran (《乱》, Chaos) is a 1985 film based on William Shakespeare’s 
King Lear but set in the era of Sengoku (戦国,warring states) Japan.  The film is written and 
directed by Kurosawa and believed to be one of his finest pieces.  The Japanese website, 
<http://www2.tky.3web.ne.jp/~adk/kurosawa/ AKpage.html>, provides complete information. 
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the idea that “I’m going to be translated” (Moore and Sontheimer 1).  His work is 

“un-English” because he is conscious that “something that looks great in English may 

not work in other languages.”  English relies too much on “puns, brand names [and] 

cultural references,” says Ishiguro (Moore and Sontheimer 1).  Likewise, he finds 

Japanese books “quite baffling” when he reads them in translation.  It is only with 

Haruki Murakami,11 “a very international writer” combining “American and British 

pop culture with specific Japanese elements,” that Ishiguro finds Japanese fiction the 

one that he can “understand and relate to” (Moore and Sontheimer 3).  He also refers 

to Akira Kurosawa to elucidate his idea of being international.  As he tells Moore 

and Sontheimer:  

 I went to hear Kurosawa speak about 20 years ago, and he made this exact  
same point.  Someone asked, “Why do you adapt Shakespeare?  This is a  
very international thing for you to do,” and he said, “No, it’s very natural.”   
Because he grew up with Shakespeare and French writers and Russian  
writers.  He said, “This is what a typical Japanese person is.”  If you go to  
Tokyo, I think it becomes very obvious that there’s this almost seamless  
mixture of popular culture and Japanese traditional culture. (3)   

Being international makes Ishiguro remain “fascinated by memory” because 

what he has always wanted to tackle is “how a whole society or nation remembers or 

forgets” (Moore and Sontheimer 3).  When he talks with Mason, Ishiguro reveals 

                                                 
11  Haruki Murakami (村上春樹 1949-) published his first novel called Hear the Wind Sing 
(《風の歌を聴け》Kaze no Uta wo Kike) in 1974.  The fact that he spent a good part of his 
life outside Japan, mainly in the US and southern Europe, is thought to be the key element of 
making his stories and settings familiar to the West, which brings him a reputation of 
world-renown Japanese writer.   
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that writing is not to be expected as an explicit issue in his books (336).  The story 

he creates like An Artist of the Floating World is, Ishiguro remarks, “an exploration of 

somebody trying to come to terms with the fact that he has somehow misused his 

talents unknowingly, simply because he didn’t have any extraordinary power of 

insight into the world he lived in” (Mason 339).  It is “revision” that should be seen 

as a predominant feature of his fiction as his narrators, like Etsuko and Ono, always 

find themselves remembering their past in a process of revising or reviewing it 

(Mason 339).  In respect of this, I consider it more prudent if we examine his books, 

particularly his Japanese duet, from the perspective of how the country and the 

individual go through big social changes and traumatic collective memories rather 

than from that of how his books help him conjure up his memory of Japan.  

Although Ishiguro mentions in many interviews that he devotes himself to 

fiction-writing in order to retain childhood memories of Japan before they disappeared 

(Jaggi 28, Vorda and Herzinger 30, Mason 339), the gut-wrenching nostalgia and 

melancholia, I venture, feature so strongly in Ishiguro’s books that writing, as he tells 

Vorda and Herzinger, is “a kind of consolation” (31), not a tug-of-war between Japan 

and England.  “The creative process for me,” as he tells Jaggi, “is never about anger 

or violence, but regret and melancholy” (28).  Through writing, he becomes aware of 

“that other life” he “might have had,” “that whole person” he was “supposed to 
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become,” all of which appears to have demonstrated his understanding of what his 

writing life has developed into (Jaggi 28). 

Barry Lewis regards Ishiguro as a “truly international writer” due to his being “at 

home” in the “traditions of Japanese, English and European fiction” (16).  

Nonetheless, while Lewis and others like Anthony Thwaite and Rocio Davis exert 

themselves to investigate the concept of Japaneseness throughout Ishiguro’s work, 

their questioning his situation as an international writer has wreaked alarming havoc 

on the homeless writer’s concept of home and drives him even farther away from 

Home.  To regard Ishiguro as a “between-world writer” is to justify his postcolonial 

sensibility of living in a between-world, but it is inapplicable to read the stories 

implied in the Japanese cultural scenario as the writer’s lamentation of an impossible 

return to the “real Home.”  Cultivated by both English and Japanese cultures, 

Ishiguro creates the Ishigurean floating world(s) for the between-world characters to 

settle in, and then face their destiny of being the unconsoled strangers haunted by their 

pale view of past failures.  Not until they have identified themselves with the 

in-between world more than with the familial space they imagine themselves to have 

originated, can the likes of Ono and Etsuko recount their experiences of 

being-at-home.  With them, Ishiguro stages characters that are unable to begin the 

process of returning Home but eventually manage to deal with their strangerhood in 
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the floating world.  For Etsuko and Ono, to be at home means to be familiar with the 

world where the route to “the Home” is irretrievable and the root of an amicable 

settlement has not yet developed. 

 A Pale View of Hills (1982) is Ishiguro’s first novel whose themes and concerns 

reverberate throughout his oeuvre.  Like his second piece, An Artist of the Floating 

World (1986), it questions Japanese sociality with massive understatement.  More 

strikingly, it manifests the uncanny strangeness implied in the process of recalling a 

past full of self-deception and self-protection.  Through the protagonist, a Japanese 

widow living in England, the novel confirms that memory is never involuntary.  It is, 

rather, created to serve Etsuko’s need to fashion a usable past out of incongruent 

material to deal with the impasse she encounters in the present experience of 

being-at-home.  As the narrator looks back on her life in Japan and realizes that she 

has spent the massive part of it in self-deception, she assigns her uneasiness to a 

“double” and ascribes her sense of belonging nowhere to her failure of memory: “It is 

possible that my memory of these events will have grown hazy with time,” Etsuko 

remarks, “that things [I remember back there in Japan] did not happen in quite the 

way they come back to me today [in England]” (Pale 41).  Regrettably, her attempt 

to find a scapegoat to impute her past culpability turns out to be a futile effort.  At 

the end of her narrative of memory, Etsuko cannot but come to terms with her 
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improper past and retrieve a measure of dignity from what is left, to face the fact that 

Japan has become a foreign country.  Her past is where her real Home is, but it 

becomes too poignant to be remembered as a place of comfort and consolation.  For 

Etsuko, the routes to the real Home are always detoured and the roots of her 

destination in the making.  

 A Pale View of Hills opens with Etsuko, the narrator, receiving a visit from her 

second daughter at her home in an English village.  What keeps in Etsuko’s mind 

with the visit of Niki is the compromise she has reached with her second husband, 

Sheringham, over the naming of their daughter: 

Niki, the name we finally gave my younger daughter, is not an abbreviation; 
it was a compromise I reached with her father.  For paradoxically it was he 
who wanted to give her a Japanese name, and I—perhaps out of some 
selfish desire not to be reminded of the past—insisted on an English one.  
He finally agreed to Niki, thinking it had some vague echo of the East about 
it. (Pale 9) 

Ostensibly, Niki’s visit is conducted out of a daughterly concern about her mother’s 

grief of her eldest daughter’s death.  It in effect triggers Etsuko’s memories of 

postwar Nagasaki before she came to England some two decades or so earlier.  It 

also appears that the intermittent flashbacks between her days as a young pregnant 

wife in Nagasaki and her widowed life in England are Etsuko’s efforts to deal with the 

recent suicide of Keiko, her daughter from her first marriage:  

Keiko, unlike Niki, was pure Japanese, and more than one newspaper as  
quick to pick up on this fact.  The English are fond of their idea that our  
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race has an instinct for suicide, as if further explanations are unnecessary;  
for that was all they reported, that she was Japanese and that she had hung  
herself in her room. (Pale 10)   

 This dimension of Ishiguro’s device of suicide is demonstrated in his short story 

“A Family Supper” (1983).  It describes a Japanese family reunion in which a family 

suicide is strategically implied as the financially bankrupt father prepares fugu12 soup 

for the son who just flew back from the United States after the war.  Ishiguro is fully 

aware of how collective memories of the national and literary history have contributed 

to the formation of the western vision of the East.  As he tells Kenzaburo Oe that the 

posture of Yukio Mishima’s death confirms a specific attitude towards Japan:  

  The whole image of Mishima in the West hasn’t helped people there from  
an intelligent approach to Japanese culture and Japanese people.  He fits  
certain characteristics . . . committing seppuku is one of the clichés. . . . It  
has always helped people to remain locked in certain prejudices and very  
superficial, stereotypical images of what Japanese people are like. (Oe and 
Ishiguro 113) 

In “A Family Supper,” Ishiguro creates a tension of suicide based on the consumption 

of the delicious but venomous fugu, while it becomes that of the ghost meat in The 

Gourmet, a screenplay he wrote for Britain’s Channel Four television in 1986.  This 

stereotypical belief of the Japanese as a race with an instinct for suicide, Davis 

                                                 
12 Fugu (河豚, in Japanese, and the blow fish in English) is poisonous for its sexual glands 
and fatal if not processed with caution.  Many people died of eating one before stricter 
regulations were imposed.  Even so, it was still popular among Japanese for its fleshy texture 
and abundance off the Pacific shores of Japan.  At the very outset of “A Family Supper,” we 
are told that the narrator’s mother died through eating fugu.  Later when “a large pot left 
unopened at the centre of the [dining] table” was referred to as the fish soup amidst which 
“strips of fish” had “curled almost into balls” (Ishiguro, “A Family Supper” 13-14), we are, 
therefore, led to suspect that it was a supper for family suicide, not family reunion.  
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maintains, is unmistakably described by Etsuko in A Pale View of Hills as she reflects 

on her first daughter’s suicide (150).  Furthermore, the way she describes her second 

husband attests to the statement delivered above.  Very little is revealed about 

Etsuko’s second husband but that he is an Englishman engaged in journalism covering 

Japanese affairs.  As Etsuko recalls halfway through the novel that “despite all the 

impressive articles he wrote about Japan, my husband never understood the ways of 

our culture” (Pale 90).  In light of this, Arai contends that Etsuko’s description of her 

English husband presents “the classical coupling of the mysterious and elusive 

oriental and the well-meaning but non-comprehending Westerner.”  It is another 

variation on the “Madam Butterfly-Pinkerton theme” (29).  Although the novel takes 

the form of Etsuko’s remembrance of things past in Nagasaki, Arai adds, the reader is 

told little about Etsuko herself.  Rather, the story of the past is focused on her 

neighbor, Sachiko, “a Japanese woman with an unspecified past who hopes to marry 

the American with whom she is having an affair” (Arai 30).  The Sachiko episode 

also demonstrates “another version of the Madam Butterfly theme” (Arai 30).  It is in 

respect of this Arai regards A Pale View of Hills as “a novel which is emphatically 

Japanese.”  Moreover, with her “formal” and relatively “stiff” style of English 

“reminiscent of English translations of Japanese novels,” the narrator takes the reader 

to a Japan that is contrived “in accord with the Westerner’s image of Japan” (Arai 30).   
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 Wai-chew Sim also suggests that A Pale View of Hills demonstrates Ishiguro’s 

intention to rewrite Madam Butterfly (1904).  He juxtaposes Sachiko’s plight with 

that of Cho Cho San, the woman deserted by her American lover, Benjamin Franklin 

Pinkerton in Puccini’s opera.  Sachiko’s American lover, Frank, brings to mind Cho 

Cho San’s Franklin, for they not only resemble in names but also their marine 

associations in Nagasaki.13  Pinkerton has a seat in a naval office while Frank is 

offered a job on board a cargo ship, and they both go home and promise a return.  

What Ishiguro does is, Sim affirms, “to modify the opera’s desertion plot for his own 

writerly concerns”: 

In the opera Cho Cho San kills herself because Pinkerton returns, not as 
promised to bring her over, but to claim their child for himself and his new 
American bride.  For Pale View, in contrast, the focus is on the child, on 
Keiko, and on Etsuko’s attempt to come to terms with her suicide years after 
the accomplishment of that dream of an overseas move.  Through such a 
modification Ishiguro attends, it would seem, to the “melancholy” from 
which he self-professedly draws creative inspiration. (89)  

Succinctly put, Ishiguro adapts the “desertion plot” to assert “exilic and diasporic 

concerns” and “explore the hermeneutics of memory in tandem with the aesthetic 

possibilities opened up by unreliable narration” (Sim 89). 

 A Pale View of Hills is the story of Etsuko trying to come to terms with the 

                                                 
13  Shaffer points out that Ishiguro’s Frank is not only reminiscent of James Joyce’s Frank in 
“Eveline” from Dubliners, one of the novel’s “primary intertexts” (18), but also of Puccini’s 
Benjamin Franklin Pinkerton from Madame Butterfly (21).  Lewis also relates A Pale View 
of Hills to Puccini’s oeuvre (22-23).  Their approach appears to me a convenient treatment of 
the cultural differences between East and West.  It also impairs the diasporic imagination 
Ishiguro displays in rendering a diasporic Japanese woman’s memory of the past. 
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suicide of her eldest daughter Keiko.  Nonetheless, it may go too far if we treat A 

Pale View of Hills as a variation of Madam Butterfly, operating the theme of suicide to 

resolve the white man’s dilemma.  If we have to look for a Japanese prototype for 

Ishiguro’s story of a Japanese woman in England, Sim’s approach may be applicable 

as we focus on the “melancholy” Ishiguro wishes to tackle and on the novel’s 

“aesthetic possibilities” of voicing the “exilic and diasporic concerns” (89).  A visit 

from her younger daughter makes Etsuko feel compelled to think about the events that 

led to Keiko’s suicide.  No matter how unwilling and unprepared to face up to harsh 

realities, Etsuko decides to make a homeward bound journey to her young adulthood 

and let another woman, her friend Sachiko, represent the confusing experiences in 

Japan, which later provides vital clues to resolve the mystery of Keiko’s 

self-destruction.  In this manner, Ishiguro profoundly lays bare a person’s 

self-indulgence in the exploration of the past culpability—Etsuko explores her 

traumatic past by means of concentrating on the lives of her double, Sachiko.  His 

narrative strategy in A Pale View of Hills is to demonstrate, as he tells Mason, “how 

someone ends up talking about things they cannot face directly through other people’s 

stories.  I was trying to explore that type of language, how people use the language 

of self-deception and self-protection” (339).  Niki’s visit and her attitude towards 

Keiko (“I just remember her as someone who used to make me miserable” [10].) 
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prompt Etsuko to remember the summer she bore Keiko, the momentous summer 

upon which the pattern of the future was built.  Recounting Sachiko’s story is 

Etsuko’s manner of facing her failure of the past, even though she “never knew 

Sachiko well.”  In fact their friendship was “no more than a matter of some several 

weeks one summer many years ago” (Pale 11).  The story of Sachiko and her 

eccentric daughter, Mariko, enables us to explore how the guilt-ridden Etsuko 

sacrifices her daughter’s happiness in pursuit of her own emotional needs.      

The unconsoled figure changes into a privileged male artist in An Artist of the 

Floating World (1986).  It is written in the first person narrative style, told 

exclusively from the viewpoint of the main character, Masuji Ono, a former painter 

rising to fame during Japan’s heights of military nationalism in the 1930s.  Prompted 

by his daughter’s second miai, marriage negotiation, Ono, now an old man looking 

back on his life, attempts to justify the choices he has made in order to come to terms 

with “the mistakes one has made in the course of one’s life” (Artist 125).  Ono finds 

himself surrounded by the attitude that the militaristic war effort was wrong and those 

who supported it are one way or another guilty.  As he wanders in and out of 

recollections of the past, readers get a grip of his resistance and refusal to see the 

outcomes of some of his more disastrous choices.  His limited insight of the world is 

revealed through the reactions of those who have developed ambivalent relationships 
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with him before and after the war.  In the attempt to draw a veil over his past failure, 

there is a “pressing vanity” that urges Ono to become a celebrity (Wain 191).  In 

terms of this, Ono’s re-vision of the past is “not only motivated by guilt, but also by 

vanity” (Tiedemann 77).   

Both An Artist of the Floating World and A Pale View of Hills devise a plot of 

implicating others in the culpable past, but the disclosure has prompted the concern 

that Etsuko and Ono are guilty of scapegoating.  They scapegoat the party involved 

in their past in order to reassure that they can be excused for the disastrous choices 

they have made.  Yet, their scheme of scapegoating is different.  Etsuko uses her 

Sachiko narrative to deflect her personal guilt onto her double, while Ono repeatedly 

finds a replacement to evade personal remorse and shame.  Through their daughters, 

Etsuko and Ono return to a forgotten place that is presumably the location of their real 

Home.  Nevertheless, in the act of finding a scapegoat to conjure up their memory of 

being-at-home, they cannot but get lost en route to the real Home.  They have made 

themselves the unconsoled strangers in the floating world, finding themselves trapped, 

like the exiled Oedipus at Colonus, in the interim of the evanescent world.  Only 

after they are provided hospitality by their host countries can they try again to find a 

mind at ease in the community of strangers. 

Etsuko’s narration of a mother-daughter relationship, of Sachiko and Mariko, is 
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of profound significance in her dealing with past culpability.  Etsuko befriends with 

Sachiko when she was in her “third or fourth month of pregnancy” of Keiko (12).  

Etsuko meets Sachiko and her ten-year-old daughter Mariko when they move into a 

dilapidated cottage situated across a deserted field from Etsuko and Jiro’s 

newly-constructed postwar apartment complex.  Before coming to Nagasaki to seek 

for shelter from her husband’s uncle, Sachiko lives with her husband in Tokyo until he 

sacrifices for the war (Pale 45).  The parallels between Etsuko and Sachiko are 

henceforth brought to light.  As the distant relative earlier took in the homeless 

Sachiko, so did Ogata-San take in the orphaned Etsuko, who had lost her family to the 

bomb, before she was married to Ogata-San’s son, Ichiro.  Never directly stated, 

Sachiko’s last marriage, like Etsuko’s present one, reveals signs of self-abasement.  

Sachiko’s husband was “very strict and very patriotic.”  He was never “the most 

considerate of men,” but he came from “a highly distinguished family” (Pale 110).  

Sachiko’s parents considered it a good match, even though her father, like Ono in An 

Artist of the Floating World, “a highly respected man,” had almost caused a 

withdrawal of her marriage proposal for his “foreign connections” during the war 

(Pale 109).  Because of her father who “was abroad much of the time, in Europe and 

America,” Sachiko dreamed of going to America one day and became “a film 

actress.”  Her father also encouraged her by saying that if she learned English well 
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enough, she could “become a business girl” (Pale 109).  But her husband forbade 

Sachiko to learn English and forced her to throw away her English books.  Sachiko 

did not protest (Pale 110).  This abusive relationship finds parallel in the one 

between Jiro’s junior business partner, Hanada, and his wife, in which Hanada 

threatened to beat his wife with a golf club while she was in defiance of the way he 

wanted her to vote during an election (Pale 62). 

Piecing up the reader’s picture of Etsuko’s marriage life in Japan are her 

memories of that summer around early fifties in eastern Nagasaki during the postwar 

era with her first husband, Jiro Ogata, and his visiting father, a retired school teacher 

affectionately called by Etsuko as Ogata-San.  Although it is never stated explicitly, 

the reader learns from these remembrances that Etsuko’s marriage to Jiro implies “an 

alarming disconnection of both verbal and spiritual communication” (Yoshioka 77).  

At home, Jiro only had time for newspapers.  He was jokingly called “Pharaoh” at 

work for urging his junior colleagues to “work like slaves” while he did nothing but 

read the newspaper (Pale 61).  Jiro’s behavior at work and at home approximates his 

neglect of Etsuko, which is also echoed in his lack of concerns about and even 

hostility towards his visiting father.  Etsuko herself is far more attentive to the ageing 

widower than is his own son, who seems too happy to see his father’s visit come to an 

end eventually (Pale 154-56). 
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Both Etsuko and Sachiko have uncommunicative relationships with their 

husbands, but in postwar Nagasaki, Etsuko is considered the privileged woman who 

benefits from her husband’s fervent devotion to social reconstruction.  Unlike Etsuko, 

Sachiko is a widow wandering to Nagasaki with her ten-year-old daughter to seek for 

a shelter at her uncle’s place.  Under such circumstances, Sachiko is condemned to 

live a life suffused with self-deception and self-protection.  Although it is evident 

that both Etsuko and Sachiko are victims of a rigid patriarchy which prohibits female 

consciousness and leaves women to carry on as best they can, Etsuko is, in a certain 

sense, protected by her husband’s social status.  She and her unborn baby are 

guaranteed a comfortable life brought by modernity, while Sachiko and Mariko have 

to live in a shabby cottage with no equipment of modern facilities.  More importantly, 

Etsuko leaves Japan for England with her lawful second husband as the reader can 

never be sure if Sachiko makes her dream come true.  Both Etsuko and Sachiko are 

inclined to rebel against the Japanese patriarchal social strains, but Etsuko seems more 

“determined to have a happy future” (Pale 111).  When she sees the way Jiro faces 

the confrontation with his father in a chess game, Etsuko realizes, now with hindsight 

in England, that Jiro’s half-hearted and indifferent manner in tackling Ogata-San’s 

vindictive views about the war is the instigation that she leaves Nagasaki for good 

(Pale 126-27).   
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  Another occasion when Mariko runs away from the cottage again one 

afternoon, after witnessing the death of her kittens, Etsuko, instead of Sachiko, finds 

her sitting on the bridge over the river.  Mariko tells Etsuko that she doesn’t want to 

leave.  When Etsuko begins to reassure Mariko that she will “like it over there,” 

Mariko replies: “I don’t want to go away tomorrow” (Pale 172).  Etsuko then 

continues:  

“But you’ll like it.  Everyone’s a little frightened of new things.  You’ll  
like it over there.”   

“I don’t want to go away.  And I don’t like him.  He’s like a pig.” 
“You’re not to speak like that,” I said, angrily. . . . 
“You mustn’t speak like that,” I said, more calmly.  “He’s very fond of you, 
and he’ll be just like a new father.  Everything will turn out well, I 
promise.”. . . 

“Yes, I promise,” I said.  “If you don’t like it over there, we’ll come 
straight back.  But we have to try it and see if we like it there.  I’m sure 
we will.” (Pale 172-73) 

Berry Lewis comments on this dialogue and maintains that the “he” indicates a 

reference to Frank, Sachiko’s American lover, “as she has used such terms before 

about him” (34).  Lewis also pays attention to Etsuko’s reaction when he says: 

Why is Etsuko angry?  Is there a slippage between Etsuko’s memory of 
this incident and a later, unreported conversation with Keiko?  This would 
make sense, psychologically, as both Keiko and Mariko were forced by their 
mothers to go and live in a foreign country. (34)  

Likewise, the “we,” when Etsuko addresses to Mariko, reveals a distorted 

mother-daughter relationship.  As Lewis writes, “why ‘we’?  It is Sachiko and 

Mariko who are supposed to be leaving Japan” (34).  The change of pronoun from 
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“you” to “we,” Lewis suggests, proves to be “a displacement of the relation between 

Etsuko and Keiko on to that of Sachiko and Mariko” (34).  Brian Shaffer perceives 

this episode as a dramatic climax because Etsuko here seems to abruptly abandon the 

pretense that Sachiko’s tale and her own are two entirely different narratives.  This 

dramatic scene between Etsuko and Mariko turns out to be one between Etsuko and 

Keiko.  Shaffer says that:  

It is now Etsuko who promises her own daughter that if things do not work  
out “over there, we’ll come straight back” ([Pale] 172-73); it is now Etsuko  
who is the mother guilty of negligent child rearing; it is now Etsuko who, as  
she later admits to Niki, “knew all along” that Keiko “wouldn’t be happy  
over here.  But I decided to bring her just the same” ([Pale] 176).  But  
Etsuko’s admission of guilt is quickly followed by her insistence that she  
and Niki “not discuss it any further,” that “there’s no point in going over all  
that now” ([Pale] 176).  Ironically, the entire story has been discussed and  
gone over by other means: via Etsuko’s repressed, projected, and  
rationalized tale of Sachiko and Mariko. (Understanding 23)   

In respect of this, Shaffer continues, Etsuko is “guilty of scapegoating” for she uses 

the pattern of “Sachiko narrative” to transfer feelings of personal guilt onto another: it 

is not she who has “sacrificed” a daughter, or guilty of “infanticide.”  It is someone 

else (Shaffer 24).  In the act of projecting her guilt onto Sachiko, Etsuko invents 

specious excuses to obscure her lapse of memory.  But she does not get any reward 

for distorting the truth.  On the contrary, her scheme of scapegoating makes her an 

unconsoled stranger, destined to drift in between England and Japan.   

Either Etsuko is merging memory with fantasy or projecting her guilt about the 
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calamity of her daughter on to a fantasy of a woman called Sachiko and her child 

Mariko, Etsuko is privileged in the sense that she manages to escape from the rigid 

patriarchy and embraces a future that she deems happier for her daughter.  Even 

though it is very little revealed about Etsuko’s second husband that whether or not he 

ignored Etsuko as Jiro did, Etsuko is now an older woman living in the English 

countryside, far away from the remaining prewar deserted cottage where Sachiko and 

Mariko live in Nagasaki (Pale 11).  More importantly, she surmounts the tragedy of 

Puccini’s Cho Cho San so subtly that she extricates herself from the Nagasaki 

desertion story to voice her, in Sim’s words, “exilic and diasporic concerns” (89). 

The meanings that Etsuko imputes her own life to that of Sachiko are implicated 

in her attempt to reconcile with her experiences of not being able to inhabit fully in 

the present time and space.  Her sense of alienation and displacement in a world that 

is no longer in the habit of habitation makes her a homeless figure in England and an 

unconsoled stranger in Japan.  As Paul Ricoeur has reminded us, we must 

“remember forgetfulness” in order to be able to speak of recognition.  If something 

that has not somehow been retained in the memory, we get no grip of what a “lost 

object” is.  In terms of this, Etsuko has to remember Sachiko’s Nagasaki desertion 

story and Mariko’s symbolic suicide (Pale 40-41) that have been long forgotten but 

conjured up by the death of her own daughter, Keiko.  To such an extent, it is 
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pertinent to propose that Etsuko’s remembrance of forgetfulness is her last resort to 

enact the capability of recognition.  Whatever can be recovered can be recognized as 

something lost and then accepted as “the object sought” (Ricoeur 99).  But Etsuko 

always survives with “a tearful face turned toward the lost homeland,” which is, in the 

words of Kristeva, “a mirage of the past that [she] will never be able to recover” 

(9-10).   

Such complexity is ensured when Etsuko hears a sound coming from Keiko’s 

room.  In the morning on the fifth day of Niki’s visit, Etsuko encounters such 

uncanny strangeness:  

Beyond the stair case, at the far end of the hallway, I could see the door of 
Keiko’s room.  The door, as usual, was shut.  I went on staring at it, then 
moved a few steps forward.  Eventually, I found myself standing before it.  
Once, as I stood there, I thought I heard a small sound, some movement 
from within.  I listened for a while but the sound did not come again.  I 
reached forward and opened the door. (Pale 88) 

Later in the following night when Etsuko is awoken at dawn by what seems the 

footstep of somebody in her room, she comes across what Freud calls the “involuntary 

repetition” (“The Uncanny” 237).  She at first deems it her imagination but somehow 

gets up to check for herself: 

  When I opened my door, the light outside was very pale.  I stepped further  
on to the landing and almost by instinct cast a glance down to the far end  
of the corridor, towards Keiko’s door. 

Then, for a moment, I was sure I heard a sound come from within 
Keiko’s room, a small clear sound amidst the singing of the birds outside. 
(Pale 174) 
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It is, in fact, the noise of Niki from the kitchen.  Etsuko’s Freudian “gruesome fear” 

arouses not from something externally alien or unknown but from something 

strangely familiar that defeats her efforts to separate herself from the traumatic effect 

of Keiko’s death.  As Lewis astutely puts it, the scene in which Etsuko repeatedly 

hears a sound from Keiko’s room reveals her desire to “[displace] her anxieties on to 

the house” (31).  Etsuko here again deflects her emotional disturbance onto the other, 

but it proves that this evasion is simply another self-deception.  After Etsuko and 

Niki have their last conversation about Keiko and her neglectful step-father, Etsuko is 

thinking of selling the house.  The house is no longer a place of consolation; it is 

“haunted by memories of Keiko and [Etsuko’s culpable] past” (Lewis 31).  Etsuko 

knows all along that “[Keiko] wouldn’t be happy over here.  But I decided to bring 

her just the same” (Pale 176).     

It is in this vein that Etsuko’s home is always remembered, not recognized.  She 

feels at home, at ease (heimlich), while she feels the enjoyment of the past revived, 

namely, the feeling of familiarity.  In contrast, her present home in the English 

countryside is at its height in the feeling of strangeness, the unheimlichkeit, as she 

believes that her house is haunted by memories of Keiko and the past.  Etsuko feels 

at home and not at home inasmuch as the place now she settles in is neither a 

comforting place for the past failure nor an imaginary community where she can find 
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a collective identity to share with her English born and bred daughter, Niki.  Etsuko’s 

reminiscence of the earlier experience of being at home in Japan is absent in the 

memorial process.  She is now living in a place that is presumably identified as home, 

but this home is not something by which her memory of home is recalled by means of 

another location associated with it through memory.  She is living in an unhomely 

home in which her memory is represented to recollect the absent presence and present 

again the earlier (in contrast to the present) absence.  Through her recollection of the 

Sachiko narrative, she lays the foundation of her present home, which paradoxically 

reminds her of an improper past that she strives to leave behind.    

The Sachiko narrative also renders Etsuko’s memory of home as a return.  

Whenever she remembers Sachiko, she exposes herself to an “uncanny atmosphere” 

(Freud, “The Uncanny” 237), and therefore recalls the one that is supposed to be kept 

secret but is involuntarily revealed: an unconsoled stranger living in an unhomely 

home.  As Etsuko recounts, every time she reaches Sachiko’s cottage, she has to go 

across an unpleasant wasteground:  

Much of the earth lay dried and cracked, while water which had  
accumulated during the rainy season remained in the deeper ditches and  
craters.  The ground bred all manner of insects, and the mosquitoes in  
particular seemed everywhere.  In the apartments there was the usual  
complaining, but over the years the anger over the wasteground had become  
resigned and cynical. (Pale 99) 

Later in a mid-August morning when Etsuko and Sachiko talk over the subject that “a 



 81

mother can’t be blamed for considering the different options that arise for her child” 

(Pale 102), Etsuko accompanies Sachiko and her daughter Mariko to Inasa, the “hilly 

area of Nagasaki overlooking the harbour, renowned for its mountain scenery” (Pale 

103).  It is in fact “the hills of Inasa I could see from my apartment window,” and 

this excursion is “one of the better memories I have from those times” (Pale 103).  

Etsuko’s memory of home “ought to have remained secret and hidden but has 

[brought] to light” (Freud, “The Uncanny” 225) her secret guilt of ignoring the 

possibility that Keiko might be buffeted by the “different options” she pursues.   

 That Etsuko’s memory of home is uncanny can be further attested when Niki is 

preparing to end her visit of Etsuko and go back to London.  She asks her mother for 

a photo of Nagasaki so that a poet friend of hers can write a poem about her.  Etsuko 

gives Niki a calendar picture with a view of the harbor in Nagasaki.  She initially 

refuses to give any further explanation about the picture, but later she tells Niki that it 

brings back some beautiful memories:  

“That calendar I gave you this morning,” I said.  “That’s a view of the 
harbour in Nagasaki.  This morning I was remembering the time we went 
there once, on a day-trip.  Those hills over the harbour are very 
beautiful. . . .” 
“Keiko was happy that day.” (Pale 182)  

The uncanny part of Etsuko’s memory is summoned up again, for we know that it is 

Sachiko’s Mariko who goes along with her, not her unborn Keiko.  Etsuko is fully 

aware of the gaps in her narrative as she once confessed that  
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Memory, I realize, can be an unreliable thing; often it is heavily coloured by 
the circumstances in which one remembers, and no doubt this applies to 
certain of the recollections I have fathered here. (Pale 156) 

Whether or not Etsuko deliberately distorts the truth, her last effort to avert the sense 

of guilt through scapegoating has eventually failed.  A widow living alone in 

England, Etsuko has come to terms with the fact that her home is located in her 

memories of the hills in Nagasaki as well as the fields when her second husband first 

brought her to England: “It was just the way I always imagined England would be and 

I was so pleased” (Pale 182).  Although her failure of recollecting consistent past 

experiences has been proved a deliberate concealment of past culpability, Etsuko has 

redeemed herself through the process of revealing the Sachiko narrative to Niki.  The 

unconsoled stranger has learned that it is the place of the here-and-now, not the house 

haunted by memories of Keiko or the hilly area of Nagasaki, that she can find a mind 

at rest.  At the end of Etsuko’s narrative of memory, Niki is about to leave for her 

home in London.   Etsuko comes out to smile and wave to Niki at the door of her 

unhomely home. 

   Facing the investigation crucial of her younger daughter’s marriage negotiations, 

Masuji Ono in An Artist of the Floating World, like Etsuko, tackles his sense of 

alienation in the present postwar Japan through looking back on his life of a 

prestigious painter in prewar Japan.  As a young artist committing himself to 

nationalist sympathies, Ono, now an older man, re-presents stories of others to 
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rationalize his own participation in the war.  Although the stories or events Ono 

remembers are those occurring to his companions at different stages of his career as 

an artist, the memorial process he enthusiastically engages in compels him to admit 

that his past is formed by series of, both personally and collectively, shameful 

incidents.  His dedication to the imperialist Japan is no longer an element for pride 

and privilege in postwar Japan.  He has to struggle for self-affirmation in a society 

which measures value and pride with constantly shifting standards.    

 Ono’s memory of the past is selective.  He operates a defense system in order to 

avoid direct accusations of his involvement in the war.  Within the purview of the 

defense mechanism, Ono conveniently forgets certain things and remembers or 

misremembers others in an attempt to relieve his feelings of guilt or preserve his 

oppositional viewpoints to the young generation.  One morning at Master Takeda’s 

firm, for example, Ono defended a beleaguered colleague, the Tortoise, while he was 

verbally abused for his lack of speed.  As the other colleagues would do nothing but 

watch with “a kind of fascination,” Ono steps forward and says: 

  “That’s enough, can’t you see you’re talking to someone with artistic 
integrity?  If an artist refuses to sacrifice quality for the sake of speed, 
then that’s something we should all respect.  You’ve become fools if you 
can’t see that.” (Artist 68-69) 

Not only Ono’s memory but also his defense system is selective.  When it occurs to 

him that he is one of those who battle against time to maintain the “hard-earned 
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reputation” of Master Takeda’s firm, Ono changes his tone and admits, “Of course, 

this is all a matter of many years ago now and I cannot vouch that those were my 

exact words that morning” (Artist 69).  Even so, he insists that he take some credit 

from the episode of the Tortoise’s defense.  Like the rest of his colleagues, Ono is 

fully aware of the “essential point” about the sort of things he is “commissioned to 

paint—geishas, cherry trees, swimming carps, temples which was that they looked 

‘Japanese’” to their foreign buyers even though “all finer points of style were quite 

likely to go unnoticed” (Artist 69).  Therefore, he resolutely refuses any “undue 

credit” for his action that day.  On the contrary, he considers it “a manifestation of a 

quality I came to be much respected for in later years—the ability to think and judge 

for myself, even if it meant going against the sway of those around me” (Artist 69).  

Momentarily, as Cynthia Wong puts it, “Ono’s self-deprecation creates sympathy in 

the listener and distracts from his lies” (Kazuo Ishiguro 40). 

Related to Ono’s selective memory is also his refusal to face the “gruesome fear” 

directly or openly, a refusal that is mirrored in the scene where Ono’s former student, 

Shintaro, is seeking to dissociate himself from his teacher.  Ono is infuriated by this 

and asks Shintaro, “Why don’t you simply face up to the past?” (Artist 103).  Later, 

after Noriko’s marriage arrangement takes an auspicious turn, Ono says: “Shintaro 

would in my view be a happier man toady if he had the courage and honesty to accept 
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what he did in the past” (Artist 125).  Wong’s comments on this episode are of great 

assistance in our understanding of Ono’s miscalculations and vacillations.  Wong 

maintains:  

Ono’s position is that Shintaro’s cowardice is shameful, and yet, even as he  
disapproves of his former student’s attitude, Ono shows that his own 
acceptance of the past depends on his creative manipulation of the facts.  
Indeed, what might constitute “owning up to one’s past”?  This question is 
also at the heart of An Artist of the Floating World, and the very title 
suggests that Ono is suspended between two states, one that denies causing 
shame to Japan and one that responds to the effects of misguided principles 
(Kazuo Ishiguro 44).   

Like the guilt-ridden Etsuko in A Pale View of Hills, Ono avoids to dwell openly on 

the wounds of the past because self-evasion is his last resort to position himself in 

postwar Japan.   

 Ono’s defense system is best maneuvered in the scene when he encounters Mr. 

Enchi, a young man who is now under the command of and residing with another of 

Ono’s former pupils, Kuroda.  A talented young artist who goes against Ono’s 

teaching, Kuroda is imprisoned during the war but gains his reputation as a 

prestigious painter in the postwar era.   Once Enchi discovers Ono’s identity, on 

behalf of Kuroda, he urges the visitor to leave because “we all know now who the real 

traitors were.  And many of them are still walking free” (Artist 114).  As expected, 

Ono feigns ignorance and shows his endeavor to understand the young man’s 

resentment as Ono believes that the context of his visit is to ensure appropriate 
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reference for his daughter’s marriage negotiation: 

  Naturally, I did not allow the young man’s words to upset me unduly, but in  
the light of Noriko’s marriage negotiations, the possibility that Kuroda was  
as hostile to my memory as Enchi suggested was indeed a disturbing one.   
It was, in any case, my duty as a father to press on with the matter,  
unpleasant though it was. (Artist 114) 

The calamity that occurred between Ono and Kuroda has much to do with Ono’s 

reputation before and during the war.  As an official adviser to the Committee of 

Unpatriotic Activities before the war, Ono reported Kuroda to the authorities, who 

arrested him and burned his paintings.  No matter how subtle Ono is in handling the 

Kuroda episode, he cannot ward off the fear that Kuroda would have a particular 

negative opinion of him, of his past culpability that had once caused Kuroda’s 

sufferings and may, in the present, result in a possible cancellation of Noriko’s 

marriage negotiation (Artist 123).  When the national history of war impinges on the 

personal memory of guilt, the unconsoled Masuji Ono cannot but admit that his 

“influence” in the past is now considered a negative one and had better be “erased and 

forgotten.”  As Ono tells Noriko’s future father-in-law, Dr. Saito: 

“There are some who would say it is people like myself who are responsible 
for the terrible things that happened to this nation of ours.  As far as I am 
concerned, I freely admit I made many mistakes.  I accept that much of 
what I did was ultimately harmful to our nation, that mine was part of an 
influence that resulted in untold suffering for our own people.” (Artist 123)    

 The conflicts between personal and national history and the struggles between 

the individual and the collective memory can be further explored through minor but 
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significant characters, such as Ogata-San in A Pale View of Hills and the Hirayama 

boy in An Artist of the Floating World.  The Ogata-San subplot draws a compelling 

parallel with the narrative of Masuji Ono in A Pale View of Hills in light of their 

patriotic involvement in the war and their retreat into concealment after the war.  

Ogata-San’s aggressive views about the war are revealed in the language he uses 

when he plays chess with his son, Jiro.  Jiro is a typical salary man in postwar Japan, 

devoting long hours to his company and expecting absolute loyalty and service from 

his subservient wife.  Other than being the breadwinner, his role in the family is 

merely an indifferent master of the household who reads the newspaper at all times 

(Pale 61).   So when Jiro is requested by Ogata-San to join in the chess game, he 

plays half-heartedly and is heedless of the defeat.  Jiro’s attitude upsets Ogata-San 

who immediately reprimands him for “defeatism”: 

“Forgive me if I’m mistaken,” [Jiro] said, “but I believe you just said 
yourself, the player who cannot maintain a coherent strategy is inevitably 
the loser.  Well, as you’ve pointed out so repeatedly, I’ve been thinking 
only one move at a time, so there seems little point in carrying on.  Now 
if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to finish reading this report.” (Pale 129) 

On hearing this, Ogata-San refutes:  

“Why, Jiro, this is sheer defeatism.  The game’s far from lost, I’ve just told 
you.  You should be planning your defence now, to survive and fight me 
again.  Jiro, you always had a streak of defeatism in you, ever since you 
were young.  I’d hoped I’d taken it out of you, but here it is again, after 
all this time.” (Pale 129) 

Ogata-San’s obstinate insistence in defeatism pathetically exposes his past 
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culpability in the “sacking and imprisoning of the five teachers” who had opposed the 

war (Pale 148).  His role in the incident is revealed by his ex-pupil, Shigeo Matsuda, 

in an article in New Education Digest (Pale 146).  So after their excursion to “Peace 

Park,” Ogata-San suggests that he and Etsuko make a detour to Nakagawa, where 

Shigeo Matsuda’s house is located (Pale 137, 141).  Irritated by what Matsuda says 

in the article but recalcitrant over “sheer defeatism,” Ogata-San confronts Matsuda by 

asking: 

“Shigeo, tell me honestly, do you believe a word of what you wrote?  
Explain to me what made you write such things.  Explain it to me, Shigeo, 
then I can go home to Fukuoka with my mind at rest.  At the moment, I’m 
very puzzled.” (Pale 146, emphasis added) 

Matsuda compellingly replies: 

“You see, you must understand.  Many things have changed now.  And 
things are changing still.  We live in a different age from those days 
when . . . when you were an influential figure.”   
. . . “Yes, I believed everything I wrote in that article and still do.  In your 
day, children in Japan were taught terrible things.  They were taught lies 
of the most damaging kind.  Worst of all, they were taught not to see, not 
to question.  And that’s why the country was plunged into the most evil 
disaster in her entire history.” (Pale 146-47) 

Driven by his indomitable views about the war, Ogata-San defends: 

“We may have lost the war” . . . “but that’s no reason to ape the ways of the 
enemy.  We lost the war because we didn’t have enough guns and tanks, 
not because our people were cowardly, not because our society was 
shallow.  You have no idea, Shigeo, how hard we worked, men like 
myself, men like Dr Endo, whom you also insulted in your article.  We 
cared deeply for the country and worked hard to ensure the correct values 
were preserved and handed on.” (Pale 147)  

Matsuda shows no intention to deny Ogata-San’s contribution to the society; it just so 
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happens that “his energies were spent in a misguided direction, an evil direction” 

(Pale 147).  Matsuda also urges Ogata-San to be honest with himself, because 

“In your heart of hearts, you must know yourself what I’m saying is true.  
And to be fair, you shouldn’t be blamed for not realizing the true 
consequences of your actions.  Very few men could see where it was all 
leading at the time, and those men were put in prison for saying what they 
thought.  But they’re free now, and they’ll lead us to a new dawn.” (Pale 
148, emphasis added)   

Shattered but compelled to accept, Ogata-San, after standing still for a few more 

minutes, turns to Etsuko with “a smile around his eyes” and suggests that they go to 

Mrs. Fujiwara’s noodle shop for lunch (Pale 148).  His acceptance of Matsuda’s 

censure is suggested as he says to Jiro and Etsuko “with a smile” that “[there’s] no 

need to make a fuss about an old man like me.  But I’ll join you in a cup [of sake] to 

celebrate your splendid future” (Pale 155).  Ogata-San decides to go home to 

Fukuoka, where he can now feel less unconsoled and hopefully live with “a mind at 

rest.”  

 The episode of the Hirayama boy in An Artist of the Floating World also 

indicates the unconsoled stranger’s struggle between the past and the present implied 

in the Japan Ishiguro fashions, even when he is mentally retarded.  In the years 

“before and during the war,” the retarded Hirayama boy was “a popular figure in the 

pleasure district with his war songs and mimicking of patriotic speeches” (Artist 60).  

But he was beaten up for singing “one of [the two or three] old military songs [that he 
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was taught]” and for “chanting regressive slogans” when the war is over (Artist 59-60).  

The Hirayama boy is thus called for his mental age of a child, but in fact, he is a man 

no younger than fifty.  As Ono remembers that in the old days when the pleasure 

district was flourishing, the Hirayama boy could always be found around the 

Migi-Hidari bar Ono and his companions frequented. 14  The boy would sing the 

military songs “in a voice of considerable carrying power,” and between the singing, 

he would “amuse spectators by standing there grinning at the sky, his hands on his 

hips, shouting:  

‘This village must provide its share of sacrifices for the Emperor!  Some of 
you will lay down your lives!  Some of you will return triumphant to a 
new dawn!’ (Artist 60, emphasis added) 

People may have doubts about the Hirayama boy’s ability to understand what his 

behavior means, but they would credit him by saying “‘he’s got the right attitude.  

He’s a Japanese’” (Artist 61).  The boy is rewarded with food and money and 

becomes “fixated on those patriotic songs because of the attention and popularity they 

earned him” (Artist 61).  Those who beat him up after the war are the same people 

who once “patted his head and encouraged him until those few snatches embedded 

themselves in his brain” (Artist 61).   

                                                 
14 “Migi-Hidari” means “right-left” in Japanese.  In the wartime, even the name of a 
pleasure house is referred to militarism.  As Shaffer puts it, Ono’s description of the 
Migi-Hidari bar—The Patriotic Spirit painted by Ono’s pupil, Kuroda, hanging on the wall, 
and the “patriotic banners and slogans suspended from the rails of the upper balcony” (Artist 
74)—reminds us of the background of army boots marching in formation (Understanding 54).   
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 Brian Shaffer also pays close attention to this subplot and regards it as “an ironic 

and indirect commentary on Ono’s own blindness, naivete, and culpability” 

(Understanding 48).  He holds that Ono bears a close resemblance to the Hirayama 

boy for his “lacking in vision, opportunistic, pandering to crowds, and incapable of 

changing his tune” (Understanding 48).  Ono mimics patriotic themes and slogans 

through the message he delivers in his paintings entitled Complacency and Eyes to the 

Horizon before and during the war.  Like the Hirayama boy, Ono also fails to 

understand why “his message no longer falls on sympathetic ears” when the war is 

over (Shaffer, Understanding 48).  Ono thinks that he brings Japan a new dawn, “a 

manifestation of a quality I came to be much respected for” (Artist 69), but it is in 

effect a dawn of social devastation, not the “splendid future” Ogata-San in A Pale 

View of Hills looks forward to when he toasted to Jiro and Etsuko before he left for 

home in Fukuoka (Pale 155).  The “new dawn” in the Hirayama boy’s repertoire 

refers to the expansion of the Japanese empire, while the “new dawn” Matsuda hopes 

for refers to the demise of militarism.  No matter how reluctant he is, Ono eventually 

admits that “like many things now [in April 1949] . . . that little [floating and flirting] 

world has passed away and will not be returning” (Artist 127).  At the novel’s close 

Ono seems to speak hopefully about himself when he ponders on the future of Japan: 

“Our nation, it seems, whatever mistakes it may have made in the past, has now 
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another chance to make a better go of things” (Artist 206).  Japan can begin anew 

and so can Ono.  He can remain in the community of strangers and meanwhile make 

a better go for himself if he feels the enjoyment of the past revived and the hospitality 

provided by the younger generation properly received.  Sitting on the bench, Ono felt 

“a certain nostalgia for the past and the district as it used to be,” but he smiled to 

himself as he watched the young office workers pass by (Artist 206).  The 

unconsoled Ono is now filled with “genuine gladness” (Artist 206) because he has 

found a mind at rest in the halfway between homes.   

The Ishigurean strangers’ failure to grasp the here-and-now is ascribed to their 

failure of giving a reliable account of the past.  Both Etsuko and Ono weave a web of 

enigmatic memory in order to conceal their past culpability.  Evoking the past 

together with the memory of another person known as the familiar and the intimate, 

Etsuko and Ono tend to believe that they have managed to impute past failure to the 

others but in effect revealed their being victims in the floating world.  In order to 

throw some light on the unconsoled strangers’ narratives of scapegoating, I begin with 

the examination of the sinuous contour of their unhomely home embedded in the 

Japanese culture Ishiguro fashions.  I then investigate Ishiguro’s representation of 

Japan through the subplots of Ogata-San in A Pale View of Hills and the Hirayama 

boy in An Artist of the Floating World to deal with the conflicts between personal and 
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national history and the struggles between the individual and the collective memory.  

Both Etsuko’s and Ono’s unhomeliness and displacement remain unsettled by the end 

of Ishiguro’s Japanese duet.  But if home is where the heart rests, Etsuko and Ono 

have demonstrated how the unconsoled strangers settle their hearts in the interim 

between a traumatic past and an estranged present.  As for the other pair of the 

Ishigurean strangers, Mr. Ryder in The Unconsoled and Christopher Banks in When 

We Were Orphans, their treatment of past culpabilities and coming to terms with their 

being the orphaned strangers in the floating world will be discussed in the next 

chapter.  Will they be able to, like Oedipus at Colonus, find a place to ward off the 

sense of displacement and feel their orphanage no more than a convenient identity to 

roam in the fleeting and floating world? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


