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    Haruki Murakami is a Japanese writer whose books have achieved international fame and been translated into over 50 languages. Despite their Japanese origin, his works are heavily influenced by Western and Russian writers including Fyodor Dostoevsky (Russian writer, 1821-1881), Charles Dickens (English writer, 1812-1870), Franz Kafka (Bohemian writer, 1883-1924) and Gustave Flaubert (French writer, 1821-1880). His novels often constitute a powerful examination of human identity, often using magic realism and the metaphysical in aid of this exploration. Despite his tremendous success, Murakami only started writing at the age of 29 after he had opened a successful coffee and jazz bar in Tokyo with his wife Yoko, with whom he has no children. He entered his first novel, Hear the Wind Sing (1979), into a literary contest and won, and since then he has written several novels which have received critical acclaim including A Wild Sheep Chase (1982), The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle and Kafka on the Shore. He is also known as an essayist, short-story writer and translator and has, for example, translated the works of Raymond Carver (American writer, 1938-1988) and J.D. Salinger (American writer, 1919-2010) into Japanese.
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    Norwegian Wood centres on Toru Watanabe, a 37-year-old man, as he recounts memories of his student days in Tokyo when he fell in love with his dead best friend Kizuki’s former girlfriend, Naoko. The novel, which was based on Murakami’s earlier short story Firefly (1983), launched the author to international fame with its frank exploration of love and sex. With millions of copies sold in Japan, the novelist became a national icon and left the country, travelling to Europe and America to avoid this fame. The novel is semi-autobiographical, in that a large part of Toru’s experiences as a student was inspired by Murakami’s own time as a drama student at Waseda University, where he fell for his current wife and love of his life, Yoko. The novel was first translated into English by Alfred Birnbaum in 1989, but was exclusively available in Japan until a second translation by Jay Rubin was authorised for publication outside Japan in 2000. Filled with eccentric characters and a powerful exploration of the intense joy and suffering that accompany first love, Norwegian Wood remains Murakami’s most popular and most-read novel.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE FLIGHT


    While on a flight to Germany, the 37-year-old Toru Watanabe hears the Beatles song ‘Norwegian Wood’, which reminds him of Naoko, his old girlfriend, and the romantic stroll they once took in a meadow back in the autumn of 1969 when he was 19. This spurs him to write a first-hand account of his student days and the love story which shaped his youth.


    THE TRIO


    Toru recounts that he first met Naoko in sixth form at school when she was the girlfriend of Kizuki, his best (and only) friend. He remembers how he initially double dated with the couple and then they became a kind of trio who were practically joined at the hip. That all comes to an end when Kuziki, without any explanation or note, commits suicide by asphyxiating himself in his car. This death teaches Toru that “death exists, not as the opposite but as a part of life” (p.30); however, devastated by it, he decides to leave his hometown of Kobe and go to a university in Tokyo where nobody knows him and stay in a dorm there.


    THE REUNION


    Almost a year after Kizuki’s funeral, Naoko and Toru see each other again by coincidence on a train in Tokyo. They decide to step off together and walk aimlessly through the streets, talking and getting to know each other. This becomes a Sunday ritual for them both, and Toru keeps her entertained with stories of his eccentric clean-freak roommate nicknamed ‘Storm Trooper’. Meanwhile, in the dorm he becomes friends with the wealthy, egocentric, and extraordinarily bright Nagasawa, as they are both fans of The Great Gatsby (1925) by F.Scott Fitzgerald (American writer, 1896-1940). Despite his girlfriend Hatsumi, Nagasawa has a reputation for being a womaniser and introduces Toru to the world of easy one-night stands in Tokyo’s lively nightlife.


    NAOKO’S 20th BIRTHDAY


    For Naoko’s 20th birthday, Toru comes over to her flat and finds Naoko in a strange mood: she is talking incessantly and eventually breaks down into violent sobs. Toru tries to comfort her and ends up having sex with her, later finding out that she was a virgin. Afterwards, she refuses to speak to him, so he leaves and tries to communicate with her the next day. He finds out she has moved house and he sends her several letters, only receiving a reply months later in July telling him that she has been admitted to a kind of sanatorium due to her mental health.


    MEETING MIDORI


    Meanwhile, Toru’s life moves on; his roommate Storm Trooper disappears, there are student riots and he meets Midori, an eccentric and lively girl with a pixie cut from his Drama class who invites him to lunch. Midori cooks for Toru at her father’s bookshop and together they watch a fire which breaks out in the neighbourhood from the laundry deck and kiss, even though Midori has a boyfriend. During this time, Toru writes to Naoko in the sanatorium and he receives a letter from her, which spurs him to visit her there.


    AMI HOSTEL


    When Toru arrives in the sanatorium, Ami Hostel, located in remote mountains near Kyoto, he meets Reiko Ishida, Naoko’s roommate. Reiko explains that Ami Hostel is not a medical facility but a place where people cure themselves and each other, and there is little distinction between patients and staff. Reiko is a music teacher in her late thirties, and she tells Toru her life story. When she was young she suffered a nervous breakdown, which wrecked her career as a concert pianist, and so instead she married and had a child. However, her mental health deteriorated again after a manipulative 13-year-old student seduced her and then claimed to have been molested by her. This, she explains, led to her stay in Ami Hostel, where she has been for the past seven years.


    During his stay, Toru spends time talking with Naoko and Reiko. On the first night Naoko undresses before him, revealing her incredible body to him, and then dresses and goes to bed, leaving him bewildered. The next day, they go on a walk alone and she apologises for her behaviour, and after giving him a hand job, she tells Toru about witnessing her older sister’s suicide, and how her mental health deteriorated following this event.


    A DYING FATHER


    When Toru returns, he spends time with Midori and they discuss her sexual fantasies and relationship with her up-tight boyfriend. She takes Toru to visit her father, who is in hospital dying of a brain tumour, whom he looks after for the afternoon. They plan to see him together again, but her father dies within the week. Meanwhile, Toru goes for a celebratory dinner with Nagasawa and his girlfriend Hatsumi, and after the evening turns sour, he advises Hatsumi to leave Nagasawa, who cheats on her constantly. It is revealed that Hatsumi commits suicide by slashing her wrists years later.


    NAOKO DETERIORATES


    After another visit to Ami Hostel, Toru believes that Naoko is getting better and moves out of his dorm and into a flat, believing she will soon join him. However, Reiko tells him that her condition has deteriorated and she is now leaving for intensive treatment in a hospital. Preoccupied with the news and his move, he forgets to talk to Midori, who then refuses to speak to him. He becomes depressed and when he finally sees Midori, he is so preoccupied and distant that she decides to cut off her connection to him since she cannot help him. After months of silence, Midori finally confesses her love for Toru, and he tells her he loves her too but that the situation is complicated by Naoko. Shortly afterwards, he receives a letter saying that Naoko has committed suicide. He is devastated and travels around Japan alone for a month. When he returns, Reiko visits him and they have their own funeral for Naoko, during which they drink, play songs and eventually have sex. Once Reiko has left to start her life anew in Hokkaido, Toru calls Midori and tells her he wants to begin afresh with her.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    TORU WATANABE


    Toru Watanabe is the first-person narrator of Norwegian Wood, and it is his memories and recollections which shape the novel. While he labels himself as “just an ordinary guy” with an “ordinary family, ordinary education, ordinary face, ordinary grades and ordinary thoughts” (p.145), throughout the novel the other characters consistently point out the special and often contradictory qualities he possesses. He has an extraordinary ability to put people at ease, and we see this not only in his relationships with Kizuki and Naoko, but also with Nagasawa and Hatsumi. A voracious reader, he often isolates himself reading western classics such as F.Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, and he experiences bouts of depression at various points in the novel. He has, however, an incredible ability to “open his heart” (p.131) and accept people for who they are, as Reiko tells him. Despite this, Nagasawa’s influence leads him to have a lot of casual sex which leads him to feel empty and disgusted. While Nagasawa sees Toru as similar to him, saying “neither of us is interested in anything but ourselves” (p.274), Toru vehemently disagrees and states that he desperately wants to be understood by others.


    NAOKO


    Naoko is described as an extraordinarily beautiful woman with “deep and clear” eyes, “straight black hair” and “tiny hands” (p.3). Initially the girlfriend of Kizuki, she becomes involved with Toru following Kizuki’s suicide. Having found sexual relations impossible with Kizuki, she eventually loses her virginity to Toru on her 20th birthday. She is, however, deeply depressed and shortly after her birthday she is admitted into a sanatorium for treatment. Depression seems to run in her family: Naoko even witnessed her own older sister commit suicide by hanging herself, which is mirrored by Naoko’s own suicide at the end of the novel. Naoko’s depression manifests itself in an inability to express herself: she has, as Toru labels it, a “word-searching sickness” (p.37), where she can never quite find the words to express her emotions, and often finds it difficult to reply to Toru’s letters. She describes herself, along with Reiko and Kizuki, who also suffer from depression, as different to normal people, “kind of weird and twisted and drowning” (p.186). She is always slightly unreachable for Toru, “our faces were no more than 10inches apart, but she was light years away from me” (p.172), and as the novel progresses she burrows into herself more deeply, eventually hearing voices and being admitted to a medical facility. Her suicide, shortly afterwards, devastates Toru who loves her desperately, and who, even at 37, believes she never truly loved him back.


    MIDORI KOBAYASHI


    Midori is a quirky and outgoing girl in Toru’s drama class at university. She is introduced as “the kind of girl you notice”, with “extremely short hair” and a dynamic, even magnetic energy: “a fresh and physical life force surged from her” (pp.65-66). She first befriends Toru in order to borrow his lecture notes, and from this they become close friends and eventually fall in love. While Midori attended a posh all-girls school, it quickly becomes clear that her life has not been easy. She has an inferiority complex from being the only middle-class girl in a school of rich kids, and she has spent her life in hospitals, first looking after her mother, who died of a brain tumour, and then her father, who dies in the same way later in the novel. While she is quirky and pretty, she describes herself as a “lumberjack” (p.91) because of her lack of the usual feminine modesty and manners – she speaks frankly about sex, periods, porn, wanking and she tells Toru her sexual fantasies. She even insists on going to see an S&M porn film in the cinema with him as a date. Meanwhile, Toru accepts her completely and allows her to be her outrageous self. They kiss for the first time while watching a fire in a neighbouring house from the laundry deck and drinking beers. While Midori does have a boyfriend throughout their friendship, she breaks up with him after he gives her an ultimatum between him and Toru, and confesses her love for Toru.


    REIKO ISHIDA


    Reiko Ishida is Naoko’s roommate at the sanatorium, Hostel Ami. She is described as a “mature, bristly haired woman” in her late thirties covered in warm wrinkles, with a “niceness which drew you to her” (p.123). She is another patient at the sanatorium, whose once-brilliant career as a concert pianist was derailed by a


    NAGASAWA
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