
  
    KAZUO ISHIGURO


    CONTEMPORARY BRITISH NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Nagasaki, Japan in 1954.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	A Pale View of Hills (1982), novel


          	The Remains of the Day (1989), novel


          	The Buried Giant (2015), fantasy novel

        

      

    


    Kazuo Ishiguro is a British novelist who was born in Nagasaki, Japan on 8November 1954. He moved to Britain with his family at a young age and was educated in Surrey and subsequently at the universities of Kent and East Anglia. Most of Ishiguro’s novels place the reader in the passenger’s seat of one protagonist’s extensive journey. Most of his work employs first-person narration, which is used to delve into the personal memories of one figure. Ishiguro creates a mental portrait of his protagonist in addition to a social portrait of the contemporary society that surrounds and drives that story. That particular social setting may be based on fantasy (as in The Buried Giant), it may be futuristic (Never Let Me Go), or it might be a pre-war or post-war historical setting, as in The Remains of the Day. Ishiguro embraces his Japanese heritage and the alternate perspective that his Japanese upbringing has provided him with, as can be seen in his choice to set his 1986 novel An Artist of the Floating World in post-World WarII Japan. Ishiguro’s work deals with remembrance and nostalgia, acceptance of the past and human failure, and the examination of the basic value systems found in certain societies. Ishiguro is a critically acclaimed: he won the Man Booker Prize in 1989 and received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2017.

  


  
    NEVER LET ME GO


    LOVE AND LOSS IN A DYSTOPIAN ENGLAND


    
      	Genre: dystopian science fiction novel


      	Reference edition: Ishiguro, K. (2006) Never Let Me Go. Croydon: Faber and Faber.
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      	Themes: humanity, love, coming of age, mortality, ethics, friendship

    


    Never Let Me Go is Kazuo Ishiguro’s sixth novel. It was published in 2005, and in addition to being named by Time magazine as the best novel of the year, it was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, the Arthur C. Clarke Award and the National Book Critics Circle Award.


    The story takes place during the 1990s in the England of a parallel world, one in which creating and raising cloned humans to serve as organ donors is a widely used and accepted medical procedure. The story follows the life of an organ donor named Kathy, who we witness graduate through the various institutions of the donations programme. We follow her as she grows up and experiences various facets of life, such as changing friendships, sex, discovering music and art, and love. Her final confrontation with the harsh truth about the science-driven society in which she lives leaves us with ethical questions concerning the nature of being human.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART ONE – HAILSHAM


    Our novel is set in a parallel version of the England of the late 1990s. Our narrator and protagonist, Kathy H, is a 31-year-old woman who lives in a world in which some human beings are cloned for the purpose of donating their organs. Kathy is one such donor. However, at the opening point of the story she is not yet a donor but a “carer”, meaning that she is a sort of donor guardian, driving the donors to various medical facilities and taking care of them following their operations. After a number of operations the donors die, or “complete”, as it is termed.


    Kathy delves into her past, and she begins by narrating detailed memories of her upbringing at an institution called Hailsham, which is located in an unnamed part of the English countryside. At first Hailsham appears to be a normal institution: Kathy and her friends gossip, play sports, have classes and make art. However, as Kathy’s description progresses we find that Hailsham is home to some curious rules and customs. One such custom is the so-called “Exchanges” that take place there. The “Exchanges” are a sort trade exhibition in which the students present pieces of art that they have created and are subsequently able to ‘purchase’ pieces of art that their fellow classmates have produced. Due to these “Exchanges”, the emphasis on producing art weighs heavily on the students of Hailsham. For this reason, when one of Kathy’s teachers – or “guardians” – named Miss Lucy tells her close friend Tommy that it does not matter whether or not he is creative enough to produce art for these exhibitions, both Tommy and Kathy are left in a state of bafflement.


    This is the first in the series of strange occurrences that mark Kathy’s memory of her time spent at Hailsham. The next curious incident revolves around a mysterious character known at this point only as “Madame”. Madame is one of the directors of the institution but will only visit a couple of times a year for the sole purpose of selecting the finest pieces of art exhibited in the Exchanges and putting them into her “Gallery”. Alongside the rarity of her visits, Madame is a mysterious figure because, unlike the other guardians who interact and engage with the students, she is outwardly fearful of them.


    In contrast to the Exchanges, where the students can only walk away with things created by their peers, Hailsham also hosts “Sales”, where the students are given the chance to purchase objects that come from the outside world, such as clothes, toys and music. At one of these events, Kathy buys a cassette tape of Judy Bridgewater, with a song titled Never Let Me Go. She is fond of the song and listens to it while slowly swaying to the rhythm as she holds an imaginary baby tightly to her chest. Kathy creates this fantasy on the basis that neither her nor any of the donors in the donations programme are permitted to have children. As Kathy plays out her make-believe fantasy she is spotted by Madame, who freezes in the doorway to watch her, and then begins to sob.


    Although the notion of having children is entirely unthinkable to the Hailsham students, they do fantasise about possible “dream futures”, such as becoming Hollywood actors. On one of these occasions, Kathy recounts how Miss Lucy disabuses the students of that dream. She makes clear that the Hailsham students are brought into this world for the sole purpose of donating their vital organs. Their future has been decided. Part One finishes with the notice that Miss Lucy has been dismissed from Hailsham and will not return.


    PART TWO – THE COTTAGES


    When Kathy reaches the age of 15, she leaves Hailsham for another institution: an old converted farmhouse named the Cottages. Kathy’s closest friends Ruth and Tommy accompany her to the Cottages, and it is here that the relationship between the three of them suffers regular highs and lows. Ruth tries to impress the older “veteran” students at the Cottages by imitating their behaviour, while Kathy explores her sexual curiosity, seeking out available pornographic magazines in her free time.


    At this point, two of the veterans claim that on a trip in Norfolk they saw a “possible” for Ruth, meaning the person from whom a particular student was cloned. Tommy, Ruth, Kathy and two veterans decide to investigate this “possible” and undertake their own excursion to Norfolk. They enjoy their trip as they delight in strolling through the toys and cosmetics of a Woolworths store and contemplating the peaceful paintings in a nearby art gallery. However, this joy is overshadowed by their disappointment at confirming that Ruth’s “possible” is most certainly not her clone model. Ruth’s disappointment turns to anger and she lashes out at the others in frustration, asking why they would even pursue this “possible” when they know that they are cloned from the “trash” of society: prostitutes, beggars and convicts.


    Back at the Cottages, Tommy broods over a rumour which claims that if two donors prove they are truly in love, then they are able to defer their donations for up to three years and can thus live happily in each other’s company for that time. He theorises that this is why Madame’s Gallery exists: to be able to confirm through two students’ artwork that their souls are aligned for love. To be able to qualify for this “deferral”, Tommy begins producing drawings, which Ruth humiliates him for. The friendship between Ruth, Tommy and Kathy unravels as they graduate from the Cottages to become carers and donors.


    PART THREE - DONATIONS


    Many years later, Kathy is a qualified and successful carer. During one of her drives between two medical centres, she runs into a former Hailsham student who gives Kathy the idea of becoming Ruth’s carer, as Ruth is now a weakened and fragile donor stationed in a nearby recovery centre. Kathy becomes Ruth’s carer, and they take an excursion to an old fishing boat that has been stranded on the marshes. It happens to be near the recovery centre at which Tommy is currently stationed, and so the three of them visit the old boat together. Ruth apologises for keeping Tommy and Kathy apart, and says that if there is any truth to the deferral theory, then Tommy and Kathy would have a real chance at achieving it.


    Ruth ‘completes’ on her subsequent donation, and Kathy becomes Tommy’s carer. They visit Madame and find that Miss Emily lives at the same residence. The two head guardians lamentably explain that the deferral rumour is utterly false, and that the “Gallery” was in fact part of a wider campaign to prove the barbarity of the donations programme by showing that clone donors were indeed fully human with souls and emotions. We learn that Madame and Miss Emily had been fighting in debates around the country against the donations programme. However, a shift in public opinion resulted in the closing of Hailsham and meant that their efforts were in vain.


    During Kathy and Tommy’s drive back, Tommy has one of his old tantrums. Back at the recovery centre, Tommy decides to change carer before embarking on his next donation, after which he ‘completes’. The final image of the novel shows Kathy standing by a tree, imagining that its branches are collecting all of the things she has lost in her life.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    KATHY


    Kathy is the narrator and protagonist of Never Let Me Go. Curiously, there is little to no mention of the physical characteristics of her and her clone peers. Instead, our understanding of her is based on her habitual actions and emotional reactions to the events that transpire in the novel. Kathy is curious, contemplative and loyal: she remains a steadfast companion to Ruth throughout her life, and although she is frequently irritated by Ruth’s behaviour, she chooses to forgive her and points out her errors, thus encouraging Ruth to be genuine and true to herself and her past. At the Cottages, Kathy is unbothered by the desire to impress the older “veterans” to gain a higher social standing. She finds joy in contemplating art, solitary walks and having fun with her friends. Kathy is a dreamer, revelling in her little moments of fantasy, but she is also in some sense a conformist: she follows the rules and the path set out for her and does not stir herself or others to any sort of rebellion or revolt.


    RUTH


    Ruth is Kathy’s closest female friend. Among their friendship circle, Ruth is the undisputed leader, as she is controlling and calls the shots for the others to follow. As illustrated when she humiliates Tommy by making fun of his somewhat infantile drawings, she can be mean and piercing with her comments and can on occasion subject those around her to sudden flashes of anger, irritation and jealousy. However, the reader gradually realises that this tough exterior covers a fragile interior. Ruth is insecure, and her willingness to pretend to know things that in fact she does not (for example when she boasts to Kathy of her chess expertise, only for Kathy to realise that Ruth has not the faintest idea of the rules) highlights her inclination to buy into fantasies. It is Ruth who cherishes most strongly the ideas of having a “dream future” and locating her “possible”, and after failing to find it in Norfolk, she is visibly morally deflated. Ultimately, Ruth is a good-natured individual, and before dying she apologetically bestows her best wishes on Kathy and Tommy.


    TOMMY


    Tommy is Kathy’s other lifelong companion, and lover. As shown by his insistence on finding and purchasing Kathy’s lost Judy Bridgewater cassette tape, he is considerate and tender. Like her, he is a follower of the rules but is also inquisitive and prone to dreaming. Tommy cultivates the “deferral” theory, which shows his belief in true love and his aspiration for a better future. One of Tommy’s defining features is his tendency to have temperamental fits. In both his younger years at Hailsham and as an adult, he experiences tantrums which are triggered by intense feelings of emotion, whether that emotion be humiliation (as when he is excluded from the football team selection) or disappointment (after discovering that there is no possibility of a deferral).


    MISS EMILY


    Miss Emily is the head guardian of Hailsham. In contrast to the students


    MADAME


    

    MISS LUCY
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