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			YUKIO MISHIMA

			JAPANESE NOVELIST, POET AND PLAYWRIGHT

			
					Born in Tokyo in 1925.

					Died in Tokyo in 1970.

					Literary awards:	Shincho Prize, 1954 (for The Sound of Waves)

	Yomiuri Prize for Best Novel, 1956 (for The Temple of the Golden Pavilion)




					Notable works:	The Temple of the Golden Pavilion (1956), novel

	The Sailor Who Fell from Grace with the Sea (1963), novel

	The Sea of Fertility (1969-1971), tetralogy




			

			Yukio Mishima was the pen name of Kimitake Hiraoka, who one of the most significant Japanese writers of the 20th century. His work was highly varied, ranging from plays in the classical Japanese Noh style and romance novels to literary fiction and screenplays. Furthermore, his career was not limited to writing: he was also an actor, model, practitioner of karate and kendo, composer, conductor, political activist and the founder of a private militia.

			The most important figure in Mishima’s childhood was his grandmother Natsuko, who separated him from his immediate family for several years during his early childhood and raised him in near-total isolation, leaving him alone to play with his dolls for hours at a time. Natsuko was obsessed with death and her connections to the aristocracy, and both of these traits had a marked influence on the future writer’s personality. When Mishima was 12, he was returned to his parents’ custody. The remainder of his upbringing was dominated by his father, a government official obsessed with discipline and patriotism, which is also reflected in his literary output. The crisis that Japan was plunged into following the Second World War also provided a great deal of inspiration for Mishima’s writing, and he frequently explores the close relationships between body and mind and a person’s life and their works.

			Mishima frequented gay bars throughout his life, but he kept his attraction to men secret due to the intolerant attitudes of the era he lived in. In 1958, he married Yoko Sugiyama, and they had two children together.

			In 1968, Mishima founded the Tatenokai (“Shield Society”), a small private militia of which he was the commander and which was sworn to protect the emperor (or, to be more precise, the figure of the emperor). On 25November 1970, Mishima and four other members of the Tatenokai entered the office of a high-ranking commander in the Japanese army, tied him to his chair and gave a speech to the soldiers assembled below the office balcony, urging them to seize power and restore the emperor to power. However, his speech was met with jeering, so he returned to the commander’s office and committed seppuku (ritual suicide) with the help of the other members of the militia.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CONFESSIONS OF A MASK

			AN EXPLORATION OF INNER TURMOIL

			
					Genre: novel/autobiography

					Reference edition: Mishima, Y. (2007) Confessions of a Mask. Trans. Weatherby,M. London: Peter Owen. 

					1st edition: 1949

					Themes: imagery, beauty, childhood, memory, death, sexuality

			

			Confessions of a Mask was Mishima’s first literary success. This dark novel takes the form of the biography (or arguably an autobiography, as we will discuss later in this guide) of a young boy who is obsessed with death and sex.

			Over the course of the novel, the boy discovers his homosexuality through a series of strange, intense encounters which are characterised by dreams, bloody yet serene imagery from classic art and the hustle and bustle of the city around him. However, he is forced to hide his impulses behind a mask of normalcy and socially acceptable behaviour.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			A SICKLY CHILDHOOD

			This is not a novel that panders to the reader. From the opening sentence, we are made acutely aware that although Kochan, the protagonist, is a sickly young boy, he has the mature mind of an adult: “For many years I claimed I could remember things seen at the time of my own birth” (p.1).

			Kochan is separated from his parents at a very young age, as his grandmother believes that she should be the one to raise him. She keeps the sickly but inquisitive young boy locked up in a small room, where he is left to play with dolls with his female cousins. Left with no other options, he spends his time reading and observing the world around him. While he is absorbed in this observation, one image makes a particularly strong impression on him, although he is not sure why: a muscular young man striding down the street carrying buckets of excrement on a yoke over his shoulders. He is particularly fascinated by the image of his stained blue jeans, and wishes he could take the man’s place and work as a night-soil man.

			This is not the only experience which captures Kochan’s imagination: he is also fascinated by an illustration of a medieval knight which turns out to be of Joan of Arc and by the smell of sweat that lingers around a military troop, and he often dreams of killing or being killed, which gives him a burgeoning desire to experience the moment of death in reality. These experiences prove formative for the young protagonist.


			Did you know?

			Mishima tried to enlist to serve in the military when the Second World War broke out. However, his frail constitution (which was similar to Kochan’s) and the cold he was suffering from during his medical examination meant that his application was rejected.



			SAINT SEBASTIAN’S ARROW

			As Kochan grows older, death becomes the central obsession of his life. However, as we will examine in greater detail later in this guide, he does not only associate death with violence and decay, but also with eroticism and sexuality. Most notably, in one of the novel’s most memorable scenes (which takes place after he has turned 12, left his grandmother’s care and enrolled in school), Kochan looks through one of his father’s books, which contains photographs of Italian sculptures and art, and discovers one image which utterly enthrals him: St Sebastian by Guido Reni.
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					St Sebastian by Guido Reni, c.1615.

			

			Kochan is deeply affected by this image, and for the first time in the novel his homosexuality is made apparent instead of simply being alluded to as a latent undercurrent running through his childhood thoughts: “That day, the instant I looked upon the picture, my entire being trembled with some pagan joy. My blood soared up; my loins swelled as though in wrath” (p.40). On the previous occasions when a specific image or scent had captured Kochan’s imagination, the resulting impulse or desire that he felt had always remained nameless and seemed almost irrational to him. However, when he sees the image of St Sebastian, he is able to identify the desire it rouses in him for the first time. In fact, this desire is so strong that the voice behind the mask writes a prose poem describing the image and his desire for it, and the painting inspires him to masturbate and ejaculate for the first time.

			MIND AND BODY

			As a teenager, Kochan falls in love with a boy called Omi from his school. Kochan finds it utterly impossible to suppress his thoughts, feelings and passion; on the contrary, they become all-consuming, and he soon becomes obsessed with various parts of Omi’s body. However, these obsessions are not necessarily sexual in nature: for example, he is fascinated by Omi’s armpit.

			Omi is not as mentally gifted as Kochan, but he is strong and very masculine. Any contact with him, no matter how fleeting, gives Kochan a thrill. For example, he crafts strategies to use during games of Dirty with the other boys at school, the aim of which is to sneak up on your opponent and grab their genitals. This is followed by an episode which takes place on a cold winter afternoon, during which Omi touches Kochan’s cheeks with hands that have been chilled by the snow. From this moment on, Kochan is sure that he is in love with Omi.

			Kochan suffers from anaemia and starts having fever dreams. In one of these visions, he imagines himself as the chief of a gladiator camp, where the gladiators kill each other for his entertainment and their lifeless bodies are the centrepiece in a number of gruesome ceremonies. In another dream, he imagines an elegant banquet where the guests are to feast on the corpse of one of his classmates. Kochan kisses the corpse’s mouth and orders him to be positioned face-up so that his naked chest can be seen.

			GOING AGAINST THE GRAIN

			Kochan is now at university, and is still torn between accepting and fighting against both his sadistic tendencies and his homosexuality. He even seduces a woman called Sonoko and tries to make himself fall in love with her, and he initially finds it easy to hide his true feelings; he even convinces himself that he has turned heterosexual. However, when they kiss for the first time it becomes abundantly clear that his obsessions are as strong as ever. They break up after the Second World War, during which Kochan is sent to work in an administrative post in an airplane factory, where he finds it impossible to escape from his own thoughts. One night he visits a brothel to see whether or not he is capable of feeling desire for a woman, to no avail, and many years later he meets Sonoko, who is now married, one last time.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			When analysing the characters in Confessions of a Mask, it is important to take into account that, as alluded to in the novel’s title, the book centres on one character who also acts as the lens through which we view all of the other characters. However, this central character has two personas: the titular “mask” he wears to fit into society, and his innate nature, which is hidden and much less clearly defined.

			KOCHAN

			There are a number of similarities between Kochan and Mishima; in fact, it is very likely that the character of Kochan is a kind of alter ego for the author. He is more than just the novel’s main character: he is the only character in the story who actually matters, as his boundless ego analyses even the most unimportant events in microscopic detail so that they can then be filtered through the lens of perversion. Seen through Kochan’s obsessive, sadistic eyes, the other characters seem more like puppets dancing on strings than three-dimensional individuals, and Kochan frequently provides the reader with crude, minutely detailed interpretations of what they could represent.

			In addition to acting as the lens through which the reader views the other characters, Kochan plays the dual roles of a mask and the person behind the mask, and develops intense obsessions with beauty, strength and death which are increasingly defined by and expressed through language as he grows older. However, these obsessions come into constant conflict with his desire to be accepted by society. As a result, although his thoughts and writing style are full of extravagant flourishes, he presents himself as an extremely shy and introspective individual to the rest of the world, and rarely speaks to anyone else. Similarly, his body is nothing more than the feeble, haggard mask that houses a powerful but hidden voice which constantly analyses and criticises the world around him. In fact, comparisons could perhaps be more readily drawn between Kochan and an art or literary critic whose writing and thoughts are inspired by the images and people around them than a writer of fiction whose inspiration comes from within.

			KOCHAN’S GRANDMOTHER

			Kochan’s grandmother is never given a name. She is a strange character, who primarily features in the first few pages of the novel and is extremely proud because of her noble lineage. By contrast, his grandfather hails from humbler origins and made his own fortune through risky business deals. Kochan’s grandmother raises him until the age of 12, during which time she keeps him secluded, with nothing to entertain him except dolls and the women’s clothing he dresses up in. She is a contradictory figure, as she is authoritarian and strict, but also spoiled and extravagant, and her care proves a powerful influence in shaping Kochan’s own personality.

			OMI

			The character of Omi contrasts sharply with Kochan: while Kochan’s personality is complex, multifaceted and partially hidden behind the mask of a useless body, the other characters seem more like mere bodies without even the faintest spark of life hiding behind the masks they wear. While Kochan does not precisely play the role of a puppet-master who makes these hollow shells dance to his tune, he does spend his time constantly evaluating them, and Omi in particular seems almost like a body without a soul. Although he is not intelligent, he is very masculine, and has a toned physique like that of the night-soil man whom Kochan saw when he was a child. However, Omi is also imbued with a kind of boyish innocence: while he plays with his friends to see who is the best at grabbing their classmates’ testicles (Omi always wins), Kochan simply watches and analyses them. In this situation, Omi is the object of desire: he does not speak, and his thoughts are never made apparent to the reader. He is simply the conduit through which Kochan is able to express his desires – in fact, his role in the novel is simply to act as the tangible equivalent of the inanimate images which had previously awoken Kochan’s desires, so that he can project these longings onto another living, breathing person.

			SONOKO

			Although Kochan finds that he is ultimately unable to fall in love with Sonoko or feel desire for her, she does play an essential role in the story, as she acts as a catalyst for his realisation that he cannot escape or suppress his personality and thoughts. Even so, he initially tries to convince himself that he is
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