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R. N. Kim and the Problem of the Proper Name:
On some of his Japan-related works

SAKANAKA Norio

The aim of this study is to analyze some of Roman Nikolaevich Kim’s works that deal with
the theme of Japan and to point out their features.

Broadly speaking, in Russia after the Great Patriotic War, some authors began to write
detective novels in the 1950s. However, their works, in general, were not intended to be logical
puzzles which readers would have the joy of solving. In other words, there is a salient difference
between Russian and Western detective novels. Concerning this subject, we are considering some
works of Kim, who is said to be a Russian pioneer of this genre.

Kim was well acquainted with the detective novels of Japan and the West. However, even
in his works solutions to riddles are not sophisticated compared to these prior novels. This paper
regards this problem as the outcome not only of his skills as a writer, but also of his personal
history.

Kim had multiple names. He was born in Vladivostok, his parents were Korean but he
spent his childhood in Japan and, after returning to Russia, he enrolled in college as a Russian. He
changed names at each turning point in his life. He was arrested as a Japanese spy in 1937. In his
testimony at that time he invented names again, and by making up a story was able avoid the worst
result. Apart from the name “Roman Kim”, all his other names can be regarded as fulfilling the
role that is requested of it at a certain moment rather than being a proper name.

In well-constructed mystery fiction readers can reach the singular truth based on
description. In other words, assumptions which contradict the text are not accepted. In contrast, in
Kim’s works it is possible to guess multiple truths based on hints given. Counterfactual
assumptions are accepted. This means that his works are analogous to the characteristics of proper
names. This is because proper names also allow non-factual description. The same is true in his
works (like, the truth could have been different).

In this way, in his literary works as in his personal history, Kim continued to deal with the
problem of proper name. In this paper, we analyze the significance of his attachment to names and
discuss its influence on his literature.
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