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Foreword

On Having a Contemporary Like Kazuo Ishiguro

Haruki Murakami

There are some writers who, when one of their new novels comes out, send me running down to the bookstore to buy a copy; then I put aside whatever else I am reading and bury myself in their work. These days, only a handful of writers have this effect on me, and Kazuo Ishiguro is one of them.

I think Ishiguro’s most outstanding feature is that all of his novels are so different; from one to the next, they are put together in different ways, and point in different directions. In structure and style, each is clearly meant to stand apart from the others. Yet each also bears Ishiguro’s unmistakable imprint, and each forms a small yet wonderfully distinct universe in itself.

But that is not all. When all those little universes are brought together (of course this only happens in the reader’s head), a far broader universe – the sum of all of Ishiguro’s novels – takes vivid shape. In this sense, his novels occupy both a vertical, diachronic dimension and a horizontal, synchronic dimension at once. It is this aspect of Ishiguro that strikes me most powerfully. Each of his novels may mark a step forward in an evolutionary process (excuse me, of course they are evolving). Yet the specifics of whether that process exists, or what it may or may not involve, interests me far less than the manner in which all the works are bound together. That, I feel, is what makes Ishiguro so special, and so unlike most other writers.

In all my years reading Ishiguro, he has never disappointed me or left me doubting him. All I feel is a deep admiration for the infallible skill with which he has piled all these different worlds on top of one another. Of course I have my personal preferences when it comes to his work; work A, let’s say, may suit my tastes better than work B. Compared to other writers, though, Ishiguro’s fictional world makes this question of comparison relatively unimportant. What strikes me as much more significant is the way that each of his works complements and supports the others. Just like molecules bonding together.

Clearly only a very few writers are capable of creating this sort of composite universe. It is not just a matter of coming up with a great novel every so often. Rather, Ishiguro has a certain vision, a master plan, that shapes his work – each new novel that he writes constitutes another step in the construction of this larger macro-narrative. This, at least, is how I feel about his work.

Perhaps I can make my point more clearly this way. Ishiguro is like a painter working on an immense painting. The massive, sprawling sort of painting that might cover the ceiling or walls of a cathedral. It is lonely work, which involves huge amounts of time, and vast stores of energy. A lifetime job. Every few years, he completes a section of this painting and shows it to us. Together, we gaze on the expanding domain of his universe as, stage by stage, it unfolds. This is both a thrilling and an extremely private experience. But we have yet to gain a bird’s-eye view of the total work. We can only guess what images may appear in the completed painting, and how they may move and excite us.

As a reader of novels, it is a joy to be blessed with a contemporary like Kazuo Ishiguro. And as a novelist, it is a great encouragement. To picture what his new novels may look like is to picture my yet unwritten work as well.

Translated by Ted Goossen


Series Editors’ Preface

The readership for contemporary fiction has never been greater. The explosion of reading groups and literary blogs, of university courses and school curricula, and even the apparent rude health of the literary marketplace, indicate an ever-growing appetite for new work, for writing which responds to the complex, changing and challenging times in which we live. At the same time, readers seem ever more eager to engage in conversations about their reading, to devour the review pages, to pack the sessions at literary festivals and author events. Reading is an increasingly social activity, as we seek to share and refine our experience of the book, to clarify and extend our understanding.

It is this tremendous enthusiasm for contemporary fiction to which the Contemporary Critical Perspectives series responds. Our ambition is to offer readers of current fiction a comprehensive critical account of each author’s work, presenting original, specially commissioned analyses of all aspects of their career, from a variety of different angles and approaches, as well as directions towards further reading and research. Our brief to the contributors is to be scholarly, to draw on the latest thinking about narrative, or philosophy, or psychology, indeed whatever seemed to them most significant in drawing out the meanings and force of the texts in question, but also to focus closely on the words on the page, the stories and scenarios and forms which all of us meet first when we open a book. We insisted that these essays be accessible to that mythical beast the Common Reader, who might just as readily be spotted at the Lowdham Book Festival as in a college seminar. In this way, we hope to have presented critical assessments of our writers in such a way as to contribute something to both of those environments, and also to have done something to bring together the most important qualities of each of them.

Jeannette Baxter, Sebastian Groes and Sean Matthews
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Chronology of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Life







	1954

	Born on 8 November in Nagasaki, Japan, to the oceanographer Shigeo Ishiguro and Shizuko Ishiguro (née Michida).




	1960

	The Ishiguro family (including his elder sister Fumiko) moves to Guildford, Surrey. Younger sister Yoko born in the UK.




	1960–1966

	Educated at Stoughton Primary School. Later becomes head chorister.




	1966–1973

	Educated at Woking County Grammar School for Boys, Surrey.




	1973

	Works in a variety of jobs, including grouse beater for the Queen Mother at Balmoral Castle, Aberdeen (Scotland).




	1974

	Travels to USA and Canada, keeps journal and attempts to establish himself as a musician by sending out demo tapes.




	1974–1978

	Studies English and Philosophy at the University of Kent (BA with Honours).




	1975

	Postpones postgraduate degree to write fiction




	1976

	Works as a community worker at Renfrew Social Works Department, Renfrew (Scotland).




	1979–1980

	Works as a resettlement worker with homeless people at West London Cyrenians (Notting Hill). Meets Lorna Anne MacDougal, his future wife.




	1979

	Summer: writes four short stories at a farmhouse in Cornwall.




	1979–1980

	Enrols for the MA in Creative Writing at the University of East Anglia, mentored by Malcolm Bradbury and Angela Carter.




	1980

	Moves to Cardiff, Wales. Granta’s Bill Buford publishes the short story ‘A Strange and Sometimes Sadness’ in magazine Bananas.




	1981

	Move to Sydenham, South London. Short stories ‘A Strange and Sometimes Sadness’, ‘Getting Poisoned’ and ‘Waiting for J’ published in Introduction 7: Stories by New Writers. Buford commissions first novel.




	1982

	A Pale View of Hills published in Britain and America. Becomes British subject. Commissioned to write two plays for television by Channel 4.




	1983

	Royal Society of Literature awards the
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