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Anton Chekhov and Dazai Osamu: A Journey
from Siberia to Tsugaru

USSEN Botagoz

What Dazai Osamu and Anton Chekhov have in common—and what is often neglected in
considering their relationship—is that each embarked on a journey that hugely influenced their
literary activities. It was the mysterious journey to Sakhalin that Chekhov made, risking his
life, and it was Dazai’s sentimental journey to Tsugaru that helped him to embrace his authentic
Tsugaru-born nature. Although evidence shows that Dazai was well aware of Chekhov’s journey
to Sakhalin, there is no clear evidence that Dazai’s decision to travel to Tsugaru was induced by
Chekhov. Nevertheless, the products of these journeys—namely Dazai’s novel Tsugaru (1944)
and Chekhov’s travelogue Across Siberia (1890)—share a number of contingent similarities.
These similarities involve not only ethno-geographical or historical peculiarities of the two
areas such as: climate conditions, cultural isolation, and linguistic idiosyncrasy, but also the
narrators themselves: their feelings, impressions, and even their looks. Furthermore, what makes a
comparative study of these works appealing is the fact that these contingent similarities were first
discovered by Dazai himself. In his letter addressed to Kishi Yamaji, Dazai notes: “Last night I
read Chekhov's travelogue about Siberia. The people who appear there resemble people of Tsugaru
so much. So much so that I sighed in surprise.”

It is apparent that the central stories of both works revolve more around people, whom the
narrators stumble upon during their journey, rather than “nature,” which they observe on the
way. Postmen, sailors, migrants, convicts, clerks, exiles; it seems as though Chekhov is trying to
compensate the description of Siberia’s gloomy monotonous nature with the vibrant medley of
men and women, each of whom has different motives and reasons to reside in Siberia. Likewise,
Dazai’s story unravels through his sentimental encounters with men and women of Tsugaru,
friends and former servants at his house, each of whom plays a certain role in his search for the
meaning of love.

Both Chekhov and Dazai were willing to perceive the reality of the places through the prism of
local people. Such willingness stems primarily from the objectives that the two authors pursued
during the journeys. While Dazai clearly states that his purpose in Tsugaru involves the pursuit of
the “curriculum called love,” toward the end of Siberian journey Chekhov is fascinated with his
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discovery of “devil-may-care,” “seductive freedom” hidden in the Siberian taiga, thus insinuating
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his original quest for freedom. Interestingly, both authors’ objectives appear in somewhat
paradoxical relationship with the destinations that they chose to pursue. Chekhov seeks freedom
in the land of the unfree, whereas Dazai strives to learn the expression of love from the coarse and

unlovable people of Tsugaru.

Notes

1. Dazai Osamu Zensht v.12. Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 1999, 365.
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