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    HARUKI MURAKAMI


    JAPANESE WRITER


    
      	Born in Kyoto, Japan in 1949.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Norwegian Wood (1987), novel


          	The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle (1994), novel


          	1Q84 (2009), novel

        

      

    


    Haruki Murakami is a Japanese writer whose novels creatively blend Japanese and Western popular culture, with characters as passionate about anime and sushi as they are about the Beatles and pizza. His work has been translated into over 50languages and he is one of the most successful writers in Japan’s history, with an enormous international following. Perhaps indebted to the magic realist style of novel writing, Murakami’s novels are often mysterious and magical, with surreal elements and aspects of narrative which are deliberately confusing or obscure.


    His first novel was published in 1987 and he has published 14more since then, as well as numerous short-story collections and essays. His works have won numerous literary prizes, and he is often a leading contender in the speculation which surrounds the Nobel Prize for Literature each year. In addition to writing novels and essays, he has translated works from English into Japanese. He is also a music fanatic and a long-distance runner, and explored the latter interest in his memoir What I Talk About When I Talk About Running (2007).

  


  
    KAFKA ON THE SHORE


    SEARCHING FOR LOST CATS


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Murakami, H. (2005) Kafka on the Shore. London: Vintage.


      	1st edition: 2002 (Japanese), 2005 (English)


      	Themes: identity, love, loss, friendship, music, fate, reality, gender, dreams

    


    Kafka on the Shore is a novel concerning two related protagonists and their journeys of self-discovery. Kafka Tamura is a young boy who runs away from his father and his life in Tokyo due the parental neglect he experiences at home. His journey takes him across the country searching for meaning in his life, as well as for his missing mother and sister. As mysterious things keep happening to him and he is faced with the struggles of surviving alone as a teenager, he entrusts his life to a few key friends. In the same ward that he and his father lived in, Satoru Nakata is a well-meaning but simple-minded elderly man who, owing to an accident in wartime Japan, is not able to read or to think too deeply about anything, but can speak to cats. He uses this talent to track down the whereabouts of Tokyo’s missing pets until a series of events leads him to undertake a similar journey to Kafka.


    The novel, like most of Murakami’s works, blends his love of surrealist storytelling with his love for food and music. The text is replete with references to jazz, classical and popular music, of both Japanese and Western origin. Similarly, in Kafka on the Shore Murakami is able to create a real sense of taste and smell in his descriptions of food and drink, which make the perplexing events taking place in the narrative all the more immersive.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ON A BUS TO SHIKOKU


    Kafka Tamura is not his real name, but like the talents and skills he learns at 15years old, it is something he has given himself in an attempt to survive the journey he sets out on. Kafka itemises the equipment that he will take with him in his attempt to run away from his neglectful father, a famous sculptor. With his trusty back-pack he makes his way to the bus station, ready to disappear, despite being worried that he will attract attention as a 15-year-old on his own. On the bus he meets Sakura, who seems nice enough and offers him her phone number in case he wants to meet with her while he is in the city. He arrives in his new home, unsure whether he will be there long, and stays for a week in a hotel, going to the gym and to the library by day. At one point Kafka wakes up covered in blood, with no recollection as to how it got there. He calls Sakura, who helps him get cleaned up and provides a much-needed sexual release. Despite this interaction, they both wonder whether or not they might be brother and sister.


    It is at the library that Kafka meets Oshima and Miss Saeki, with whom he finds employment, a place to stay, and trust. Oshima knows that Kafka is a runaway but promises to help rather than hinder, and Miss Saeki is a beautiful and enigmatic older woman who has experienced great pain and loss. Kafka goes to stay for a few days in Oshima’s cabin, experiencing the majesty and terror of nature in equal measure. They confide in each other: Oshima explains that he is biologically a woman, but does not adhere to gender norms, and Kafka reveals that he believes his mother and sister ran away from him and his father when he was four years old. They discover that the night Kafka became mysteriously bloodied, his father was murdered hundreds of miles away in Tokyo. Although there was no way Kafka could have been physically responsible, they wonder whether he may still have been involved somehow. The police wonder this too, and they come to the library and speak to Oshima, who denies having any kind of ongoing relationship with Kafka.


    NAKATA’S NOT VERY BRIGHT


    Nakata can speak to cats. At the start of the novel the reader is given a number of military reports outlining a strange occurrence that happened during World War2 in Japan, in which a series of school children (one of whom is Nakata) and their teacher go into the woods. They see something gleaming in the sky which they take for a plane and pay no attention to. Minutes later the children are all unconscious on the forest floor. Only Nakata does not wake up that day. He wakes up three weeks later unable to remember anything that had happened to him before the event, with no way of writing or reading and no knowledge of anything else. The only thing he has now that he did not have before is the ability to speak to cats. While out looking for a cat called Goma, he meets and speaks with a number of different cats, all with personalities as unique as humans. Despite his uncanny ability, he constantly tells anybody who asks that he is not very bright.


    Eventually he finds that Goma is being kept, as are a number of other cats, by a man with long boots and a tall hat. What the man does with them nobody is sure, but it cannot be good. While searching for Goma he meets a large black dog who somehow transmits the message to follow him (Nakata cannot speak to dogs) and he does so, all the way to a house in an area he is not familiar with. Inside is the man who is taking the cats, who introduces himself as Johnnie Walker, an icon and marketing brand for a type of whiskey. Johnnie Walker reveals to Goma that he needs to eat cats’ hearts and their souls in order to build a flute, but that he really does not want to do that. He wants to die. He tells Nakata to kill him, and says that Goma and the others will go free if he does. Although Nakata does not want to, watching Johnnie Walker maim and kill the cats in front of him brings out a mysterious anger, and he stabs Johnnie Walker through the heart. He confesses his crime to a police officer but is not believed. He also reveals to the officer that it will rain fish tomorrow. When mackerel and sardines rain down from the sky the next day, the officer realises he has messed up, but before they find the murder victim Nakata has already left Tokyo. The murder victim is a renowned sculptor and the father of a missing child, so the case becomes national news.


    KAFKA SET TO MUSIC


    Miss Saeki was once a successful recording artist with a song called ‘Kafka on the Shore’, recorded at a time just before the love of her life was murdered in a case of mistaken identity. This is a tragedy she will never recover from. Kafka Tamura, however, hears the music and loves it. He stays in the room where Miss Saeki wrote the song as a young woman and at night sees a manifestation of Miss Saeki in a ghostly form. He falls in love with the ghost, and later with the real Miss Saeki, while simultaneously believing that she may be his mother. They make love numerous times, despite their age difference. As the police step up their search operation, Oshima tells Kafka that Miss Saeki is waiting to die, and that a relationship with him is not what she should be involved in. He takes him to the cabin to lay low and to give Miss Saeki some space.


    While in the woods surrounding the cabin, he comes across two World War2 soldiers who take him to a further set of cabins and leave him there. Once there, a man approaches and reveals to Kafka’s alter-ego, known as The Boy Named Crow, that he makes flutes with the souls of cats. Crow takes the form of a crow and attempts to stop him by pecking his eyes out. In the cabin, Kafka’s meals are being prepared by the young incarnation of Miss Saeki who appeared to him. She does not remember anything of their time together in Shikoku. When Miss Saeki arrives in the form that she existed in in Shikoku, she tells Kafka that he must leave the area, and although she will not confirm that she is his mother, she admits to having abandoned somebody and asks his forgiveness. Kafka travels back to the library, where he tells Oshima that he is going to return to Tokyo and to school.


    THE ENTRANCE STONE


    After Nakata leaves Tokyo, he makes his way towards Shikoku by hitchhiking with truck drivers, all of whom are kind to him and pay for his meals. Although he does not know why he is going to the next destination, he knows that it is important that he does so. He predicts when there will be thunder and lightning, and even that leeches will rain down from the sky, ending a fight taking place at a motorway rest-stop. He meets Hoshino, a truck driver who agrees to come with him wherever he goes. Like the others, Hoshino likes Nakata and pays for his meals and for the hotels they stay in along the way. Eventually they make it to Takamatsu, where Nakata suggests they will find something called the entrance stone, although he does not say what it is an entrance for.


    While out taking a walk during one of Nakata’s notoriously long sleeps, Hoshino runs into Colonel Sanders of KFC fame, who promises to help Hoshino find the stone if he sleeps with a prostitute. Once he has done this, Sanders and Hoshino go to a Shinto shrine and steal the stone. Although it is heavy, Hoshino is able to take it back to Nakata in a taxi. When Nakata awakes, he tells Hoshino that in order to open the entrance the stone must be turned over. It now weighs a great deal more than it did before and it takes every ounce of Hoshino’s strength to do it. Eventually he manages. Once the police have nearly caught up to Nakata for the murder of Kafka’s father, Colonel Sanders puts them up in an apartment. They spend time driving around deciding what to do next. They drive past the library, and Nakata decides they should go inside, where he and Miss Saeki feel that they are connected by their histories: her inability to let go of her memories and experiences, and his inability to build memories or experiences. Shortly after their meeting, both Miss Saeki and Nakata are found dead. A cat tells Hoshino that he will have to prevent something from entering the stone, and from Nakata’s body a creature emerges. He has to use all of his strength once again to flip the stone into its closed position and eventually succeeds, and he then kills the creature.


    Just as Kafka leaves Shikoku full of optimism after a series of bizarre events, Hoshino leaves the hotel room and the entrance stone behind, full of hope for what his future holds.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    KAFKA TAMURA


    Kafka is one of two protagonists in Murakami’s novel, but the reader may understand his motivations more than those of Nakata due to their relatability. His problems are those that many 15-year-old boys might go through. He is obsessed with fate and finding meaning in his life, he has beliefs about his parents that seem to stem from the flimsiest of notions, and he wants nothing more than to run away where he can be free to live his life as he sees fit. Murakami invites the reader to compare Kafka with the myth of Oedipus, since Kafka’s own father “cursed” him with the fate that he would sleep with his mother, as well as his sister. Perhaps this was a taunt by his father, based on Kafka’s abandonment issues, but when he arrives in Shikoku he seeks to do just that. He is sexually anxious but finds an outlet with the two women that he makes himself believe are his relatives. Like most 15-year-olds, however, when Kafka makes his journey far away from his Tokyo upbringing, he does not really know what he is going to do with himself. He is guided through his naivety by Oshima, who acts like the older brother that Kafka never had.


    Another guide that Kafka has throughout the novel is The Boy Named Crow. Although the true nature of Crow is never fully explained, he seems to be Kafka’s inner voice of reason. He gives Kafka advice and admonishes
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