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Mo Yan and Murakami Haruki

FUJII Shozo

Murakami Haruki (b. 1949) has taken a deep interest in China since his debut novel
Hear the Wind Sing appeared in 1979. On the other hand, Mo Yan (b. 1955), a writer who uses
magical realism to depict the realities of the farming communities in China, has acknowledged
that Murakami’s literature—which he has praised highly—differs from his own in that it
“focuses on contemporary life and youth lifestyles.” It is noteworthy, however, that in the two
years between 1989 and 1991 (in which the Tiananmen Square Incident occurred in Beijing in
June 1989), both Murakami and Mo Yan wrote two short stories—“Sleep” and “A Woman
Holding Flowers” respectively—that drew from Leo Tolstoy’s (1828-1910) masterpiece Anna
Karenina (1873-1877). Both are controversial works that reveal drastic turning points in their
oeuvres. Murakami’s heroine of “Sleep”—who at one point says, “My very existence, my life
in the world, seemed like a hallucination”—is depicted in a way that recalls his own mental
state during the Tiananmen Square Incident; while Mo Yan, in “A Woman Holding Flowers,”
to borrow the words of literary critic Kanno Akimasa (b. 1930), “symbolically condenses the
ominous force that threatens the real world.” The fact that around the time of the incident both
Murakami and Mo Yan drew from 4Anna Karenina to create works in hope of returning to the
real world attests to the close synchronicity between the contemporary literatures of East Asia.
Moreover, Murakami’s decision to adopt a critical perspective toward America’s wars in Asia
in the short story “Lexington Ghosts™ was no doubt a necessary step in his process of moving
from “detachment” from the world to a “commitment” to real participation. It must have been
the sympathy Murakami felt for the Tiananmen Square victims, as well as the power he
derived from Anna Karenina to turn reality on its head, that supported the solitary Murakami at

the time. (Translated from the Japanese by R. Shaldjian Morrison)
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