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			Prescriptions for Rampomania

			Tatsumi Takayuki · Keio University

			Following fast on the heels of talented film director Satō Shimako’s new film, K-20, which was completed in late 2008, the publication of this volume makes official a contemporary revival of Edogawa Rampo (1894–1965). Satō’s film features Kaneshiro Takeshi as the latest version of Kaijin-Nijūmensō (The Phantom with Twenty Faces), the great villain Rampo created in 1936 as the nemesis of Akechi Kogorō, his well-known detective hero. Satō’s creative visualization in the steampunkish alternate history of Rampo’s famous phantom recalls such Gothic precursors as the Phantom of the Opera, Zorro, and Batman. We should not forget, though, that Rampo’s phantom originally served as the Japanese version of Maurice Leblanc’s Arsène Lupin, the gentleman-thief, while Akechi functioned as the Japanese version of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, the master detective. The superbly intellectual battle between a wonderful thief and a ratiocinative genius captured the postwar Japanese popular imagination. Indeed, even today we can see this kind of battle in the manga-based film Death Note (2006), which features a rivalry between Yagami Light, the anti-hero, and L, the detective. Director Satō takes this rivalry a step further in her version of the Phantom, which was inspired by award-winning playwright Kitamura Sō’s original novel ­Kaijin-Nijūmensō Den (A Portrait of The Phantom with Twenty Faces as a Young Man, originally published in 1989 [Tokyo: Shinchōsha, now available from Shōgakukan, 2008]). Here, Kitamura radically expands the Phantom’s past career as acrobat “Endō Heikichi”, a star player in the Grand Circus Rampo mentioned in Saacasu no Kaijin (The Phantom in the Circus, 1957), and describes in detail how the Phantom makes up his mind to become the greatest burglar of fine art, and also how the Phantom’s disciple succeeds him in name and reputation. Satō further develops Kitamura’s version of the villain and tactfully incorporates into the scenario a super weapon invented by Croatian scientific genius Nikola Tesla, the nemesis of Thomas Alva Edison, whom Rampo seems to have deeply admired as seen in his last novel Kaijin Nikora (Nikola the Phantom, 1963).

			Even before he created this mysterious character, Rampo already had a wide audience as a popular detective writer with bizarre tastes. Since his debut in 1923 with “Nisen Dōka” (The Two-Sen Copper Coin), he had published such masterpieces as “Yaneura no Sanposha” (The Stalker in the Attic, 1925), “Ningen Isu” (The Human Chair, 1925), “Panorama-to Kidan” (The Strange Tale of Panorama Island, 1926), Injū (Beast in the Shadows, 1928), Mushi (Crawling Bugs, 1929), Kotō no Oni (The Demon of the Desert Isle, 1929), “Oshie to Tabisuru Otoko” (The Traveler with the Pasted Rag Picture, 1929), and Kurotokage (The Black Lizard, 1934). Rampo’s first phase, in the late Taishō period, loosely corresponds with the Jazz Age in the United States, a time when Lost Generation writers were busy producing what are now recognized as great works of Modernism. And then Black Tuesday hit on October 29, 1929 in the United States, leading to the global Great Depression, while the early Shōwa period in 1930s Japan saw stronger pushes in the directions of imperialism and colonialism. It was a highly risky time for editors to publish new works by the popular but weird writer infamous for his “ero-guro nonsense.” Just as the imperialist, suffocating milieu of the 1930s made the rivalry between the detective and the phantom seem more dangerous and exciting, the conservative and neo-liberalist currents that similarly oppress our times make the revival of Rampo, especially these Gothic recreations of the Phantom, even more sensational and invigorating.

			Rampo’s publication of the first installment of the Phantom in the January 1936 issue of Shōnen Kurabu (Boys’ Club) was soon followed by the 2.26 Incident, a series of terrorist attacks by a group of young radical army officers against the Prime Minister’s residence and other buildings in Tokyo that also resulted in the murders of the Home Minister, the Finance Minister, and the Army Inspector General of Military Training. The suppression of this revolt took three days, but when it was over it helped to justify tighter military rule and emboldened imperialist voices in the Japanese government. The editors of Shōnen Kurabu were indeed cautious about encouraging Rampo to write juvenile fiction. But fear was greater than real danger in this case. Once the first installment of the series – a showcase for the battle of wits between the master detective with his “Shōnen-Tanteidan” (a team of boy detectives) and the ingenious thief whose distinctive strength lay in his rich and various techniques of disguise – appeared in Shōnen Kurabu, it immediately drew a huge audience, and ended up with a circulation exceeding 750,000. The Kaijin-Nijūmensō series has maintained an audience ever since; even in the postwar years, for instance, my friends and I enjoyed watching the TV series Shōnen-Tanteidan that ran on Fuji TV beginning in 1960. 

			Note that Rampo himself never explicitly revealed the identity of the Phantom, although he did drop a number of (sometimes contradictory) clues, refusing to satisfy reader curiosity. As I mentioned above, all we know is that the Phantom used to be known as a famous acrobat “Endō Heikichi.” Of course, we must acknowledge the power of Rampo’s paradox, one where nothing less than a never-ending metamorphosis could best constitute the fascinating identity of the Phantom. And yet, as the Phantom carries out his ceaseless masquerades, we cannot but desire just as ceaselessly to unmask his identity somehow. Which is why Satō joins forces with Kitamura to write the missing pages of the Phantom’s biography, to satisfy the secret desire of so many Rampo fans. 

			Over the past two decades Rampo has inspired numerous writers and artists to produce their own interpretations of his works. As with Satō Shimako, these projects have not been limited to print media: film director Okuyama Kazuyoshi’s 1994 meta-theatrical film, RAMPO ; playwright Sakate Yōji’s 2002 avant-pop drama, Yaneura (The Attic) based upon “Stalker in the Attic”; and Czech artist Jan Svankmajer’s 2007 series of illustrations based upon Ningen Isu (The Human Chair). It strikes me that this new century’s Gothic sensibility appeals to so many young social misfits, wrist cutters, Otaku, cos-players, Neets, and Internet Café refugees who have emerged in response to the world’s post-9.11 conservative and militaristic environment. These diverse readers keep the erotic and grotesque and even nonsensical aesthetics (ero-guro nonsense) of Edogawa Rampo alive in order to mirror our own reality studio. In recent years, North American Japanologists, together with Japanese scholars and critics, have held Rampo conferences in Chicago (March 2001), New York (April 2007), and Kyoto (December 2007). This Rampo revival invites us to reconsider the ways his works act as a kind of magic mirror reflecting the multiplex of our contemporary culture and its subcultures, across the genres and movements of detective fiction, modernism and postmodernism, gender politics, and post-colonial theory. 

			We should note that our Rampo revival coincides with bicentennial celebrations of Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849). Poe exemplified American Romanticism, while Rampo survived Japanese Modernism. As is well known, the five ideographs for “Edogawa Rampo” ( 江戸川乱歩 ) were carefully selected to mimic the pronunciation of “Edgar Allan Poe,” but in Japanese they rather decadently suggest one “staggering drunkenly along the Edo River.” As Mark Silver pointed out in his brilliant study of the transpacific map of misreading in The Purloined Letters: Cultural Borrowing and Japanese Crime Literature, 1868–1937 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2008), the signifier “Edogawa Rampo” evokes “not only an image that is wholly removed from the usual associations it has in English” but also “the long-standing tradition among Japanese literati of devising such clever, self-deprecating pen names” (p. 133). Silver’s theoretical revision of Harold Bloom and Fredric Jameson goes so far as to assume that Rampo’s borrowing embraces “the possibility of parody or pastiche, or even self-parody” (p. 134). 

			From childhood on, Rampo had imbibed the best of western popular fiction: he was born in 1894 as the first son of a family with samurai ancestors in Nabari, Mie Prefecture, and early influenced by his mother’s addiction to bestselling writer Kuroiwa Ruikō. Kuroiwa translated and skillfully adapted many foreign, especially French, popular novels. In 1914, as a student of economics at Waseda University in Tokyo, Rampo first encountered and seriously read Anglo-American detective stories by Poe, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and G.K. Chesterton, which fatefully determined his literary tastes. Rampo would go on to found modern Japanese detective fiction, and in doing so, pay homage to, and even surpass at times, the original works of his foreign and Japanese literary precursors. Rampo’s very first work gives us a gentleman-thief reminiscent of Lupin, the prototype for the later Phantom. This first published story, “Nisen Dōka” also succeeded in further complicating the cryptogrammic tradition that Poe, the father of world detective fiction, had inaugurated with “The Gold Bug” (1843). While it is true that Poe’s arabesque, grotesque, and ratiocinative tales exerted great influence upon Rampo’s ero-guro nonsense detective fiction, it is also true that Rampo’s powerful and creative misreadings of his precursor compel us today to reread the earlier tradition through the prism of his modern re-creations. So even though Poe fathered the genre of detective fiction, it was not until the twentieth century that it was truly established with an audience of its own and recognized on its own terms. According to Kasai Kiyoshi, a major detective fictionist and leading critic, the rise and popularity of the genre of detective fiction in the early twentieth century owes much to World War I; after all, it was this war’s mass slaughter with so many anonymous deaths that reminded people to mark the significance of every individual’s death (Tantei Shōsetsu Ron [A History of Japanese Detective Fiction], 2 vols, Tokyo: Tokyo Sōgensha, 1998). Similarly, we find not only Romantic and individualistic tendencies within Modernist works of impersonality, but also see anew how Modernist elements operate within hardcore Romantic writings. 

			Such paradoxes of literary history return me now to Sakate Yōji’s masterpiece, Yaneura, mentioned above. His experimental drama conjures up a heritage of pre-existentialist Romantic fables such as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story about a recluse, “Wakefield” (1837), Herman Melville’s novella about social withdrawal, “Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853), and Edgar Allan Poe’s tale of an anonymous city stroller, “The Man of the Crowd” (1840). This last work undoubtedly influenced Rampo’s “Yaneura no Samposha” (Stalker in the Attic), translated for the first time into English in the present volume. Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” features an early version of Walter Benjamin’s flâneur, an urban stroller Rampo wove into so many narratives, from the attic stroller Gōda Saburō to detective Akechi Kogorō. Is it not a little ironic that after Poe created the antebellum American literary tradition of strolling in New York City (disguised in the story as London), the past century and a half of transpacific negotiation among American and Japanese writers – especially Poe, Rampo, Abe Kōbō, Paul Auster, and Murakami Haruki – made possible the New York premier of Sakate Yōji’s The Attic, which takes up anew the appeal of anonymity for today’s dislocated and migratory audiences. Such a literary and cultural genealogy makes clear that city strolling has become very closely intertwined in our modern imagination with voyeuristic and alienated pleasures, including attic stalking.

			 Perhaps we can say that Rampo clearly saw the limits of Modernism in his modern times, as Hirano Yoshihiko points out in his recent comparative study Hofuman to Rampo: Ningyō to Kōgaku Kikai no Erosu (Hoffmann and Rampo: Dolls and the Erotics of Optical Instruments; Tokyo: Misuzu Publishers, 2007). After all, Rampo’s “Stalker in the Attic” features the pessimistic anti-hero Saburō as an Otaku-like avid reader of crime narratives, not unlike tales by Hoffmann and Poe (pp. 146–147) yet already anticipating postmodern revisions as well. And we should not forget how Meiji anthropologist Yanagita Kunio inspired Rampo to devise strategies for overcoming not only the West’s modernity but also Japan’s national trauma caused by it. Without the precedent of Rampo’s innovations both ahead of and beyond his own times, Sakate could not have constructed his own postmodern strategy of misreading his precursors so creatively and anachronistically. 

			Jan Svankmajer is so deeply addicted to Poe as to have produced films such as “The Fall of the House of Usher,” “The Pit and the Pendulum,” and “Lunacy” (based upon “The System of Doctor Tarr and Professor Fether”). He pointed out in his preface to the art book The Human Chair (Tokyo: Esquire Magazine Japan, 2007) that every country has its own Poe: ­Villiers de L’Isle-Adam in France, Gothic Romancers in England, and Rampo in Japan. Allow me to second his comment, pointing out that it is through the radical and global misreading of Rampo that we can see through to the heart of what is going on in our hyper-Gothic age on this alien planet. In this sense, the latest Kabuki rendition of Rampo’s novel Ningen-Hyō (The Human Panther, 1935) as Edo-no-Yami, Ayashi-no-Kagizume (November 3–26, 2008 at the National Theater, Tokyo), as re-interpreted and performed by Kabuki virtuosi Ichikawa Somegorō (as the human panther) and Matsumoto Kōshirō (as the detective Akechi), will help us comprehend the creatively anachronistic and radically globalist revival of Modernist discourses as represented by Rampo. I am sure that this ambitious new anthology will encourage you to open the door and step into deep layers of literary history as well as tap into the hardcore of our own everyday life. 

			October 31, 2008
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			Translator’s Introduction

			Seth Jacobowitz

			Few authors in the annals of Japanese literature have enjoyed the iconic status of Edogawa Rampo, the pen-name of Hirai Tarō (1894–1965).1 Beginning with the code-breaking mystery story “Nisen dōka” (The Two-Sen Copper Coin) in 1923, Rampo received popular and critical acclaim for a rapid succession of short stories and novels that not only inaugurated a new genre of detective fiction, but also helped to articulate the cultural logic of “erotic, grotesque, nonsense” (ero-guro-nansensu) in the interwar period. At a time when new forms of mass media, mass culture and the avant-garde were ascendant, Rampo invigorated the literary scene with his startling explorations of Japanese modernity: the lure of secret codes, fetishes, and illicit or prohibited desires; a fascination with cinema and visual spectacles; the psychology of leisure, boredom, and thrill-seeking; and a seemingly inexhaustible wanderlust for the labyrinthine back alleys and sunlit boulevards of the imperial metropolis Tokyo. 

			He has been a household name in Japan ever since. Paperback editions and multi-volume sets of his collected works are widely and avidly read. Since 1954 the Edogawa Rampo Prize has continued his legacy as an annual award to up-and-coming writers of Japanese detective fiction. Meanwhile, Rampo retrospectives and the rich trove of historical materials associated with his career are a sure-fire way to boost sales for magazines and, on at least one occasion, a major department store.2 In addition to a considerable filmography of over two dozen commercial and art cinema adaptations, including in the inimitable 1970s genre of “Roman Porno,” 3 a steady stream of movies, television specials, manga, and other remakes have reconfirmed his significance. As Tatsumi Takayuki puts it in his preface, Rampo occupies the center (or hardcore) of contemporary Japanese visual culture. It is therefore all the more imperative that his oeuvre becomes known to a wider audience outside Japan.

			For the better part of a half century, the only English translations of Edogawa Rampo were a slim volume of nine short stories entitled Japanese Tales of Mystery and Imagination, the painstaking product of Rampo’s collaboration with translator James B. Harris, published in 1956.4 I discovered this book with its distinctive, poison-green cover on my older brother’s bookshelf when I was in junior high school and devoured it with lurid interest. How it got there remains a mystery, but its impact was immediate and unforgettable. I would like to think my precocious encounter with Rampo was perhaps not so different from generations of Japanese readers, from those who came across his stories in the pages of literary magazines such as Shin seinen (New Youth) in the 1920s to postwar readers weaned on his Shōnen tantei dan (Boy Detectives’ Club) series for children before progressing to headier works. But as Rampo relates in his essay “Katsuji to boku to” (My Love for the Printed Word, 1937), he, too, was initiated into the clandestine pleasures of reading by poking around in his father’s study from an early age.

			It would be overstating the case to claim Rampo went unnoticed in the West. Along with Japanese Tales, which has gone through more than fourteen printings, Rampo was bolstered by Ellery Queen’s mention of him in both Queen’s Quorum (1951) and the introduction to the mystery anthology Ellery Queen’s Japanese Golden Dozen (1978). Consequently Rampo’s reputation never entirely dimmed for the cognoscenti among international detective fiction readers.5 It is, however, regrettable that similar efforts were not made in Anglophone studies of modern Japanese literature, where Rampo was routinely bypassed in favor of more belletristic contemporaries such as Kawabata Yasunari, Tanizaki Junichirō, Satō Haruo, and Akutagawa Ryūnosuke. Indeed, it is only amidst renewed critical appreciation for the modernist, cinematic, and detective fiction-like tendencies of those writers in the past decade that English-language translation and studies of Rampo have experienced something of a renaissance. In 2006 the first new volume of translation in English was published: the novellas The Black Lizard and Beast in the Shadows (Fukuoka: Kurodahan Press). In 2008 two monographs dedicated to Japanese detective fiction and an anthology of Japanese modernist fiction in translation with three Rampo short stories have further broken the long silence.6 

			In assembling this anthology, it was my intention to capture the many facets, or, as befits the author of Kaijin nijū mensō (The Mystery Man with Twenty Faces), the many “faces” of Rampo’s oeuvre. The selection process is never easy with an author of his immense productivity. The most up-to-date Edogawa Rampo zenshū, (Collected Works of Edogawa Rampo; Tokyo: Kōbunsha, 2003–6) runs to thirty substantial volumes. By no means exhaustive, the eight short stories and ten essays included here represent different stages of his career while nevertheless striving to convey recurring motifs and methods. It is my hope The Edogawa Rampo Reader will contribute to a more complete picture of Edogawa Rampo as novelist, essayist, and keen observer of modern life in Japan. 

			I. Poe and Rampo 

			It has become standard practice (some might say cliché) when introducing Rampo to signal his debts to Edgar Allan Poe, from the symbolism of his pseudonym to the conventions of Anglo-American detective fiction that Rampo and subsequent scholars alike have cited in his creative development. To recount an oft-cited anecdote, Ellery Queen encouraged the Anglophone reader to say aloud the name “Edogawa Rampo” in an almost hypnotic repetition in order to bring forth its uncanny phonetic association with Edgar Allan Poe. This subliminal resonance was amplified by the book title Japanese Tales of Mystery and Imagination, an obvious nod to the many collections of Poe’s works published under the title Tales of Mystery and Imagination. It was a deliberate effort to position Rampo as an exotic Japanese doppelgänger of Poe at a time when such a strategy would be most effective in reaching a mainstream English audience. 

			Yet the affinity of names goes much further than is typically assumed. Never quite the dead ringer its proponents took it for, the phonetic is only one piece of the puzzle: a partial object that does not reveal the whole. Apropos of both authors, the pseudonymous code is doubled by the ideographic reading of the Chinese characters 江戸川乱歩 (e-do-gawa ram-po). “Edogawa,” which literally means “Edo River,” 7 betokens for Rampo the precincts of the old Tokyo downtown properly called the shitamachi (the “low city”), where the lingering vestiges of Tokugawa-era merchant culture jostled with the mass culture and modernist impulses of the early twentieth century. As Rampo explains in a cameo appearance in the story “Mera hakase no fushigina hanzai” (Doctor Mera’s Mysterious Crimes, 1932):

			In order to develop ideas for detective novels I often travel to different places, but when I am in Tokyo, I always return to the same spots – Asakusa Park and the Flower Palace, the Ueno Museum and Zoo, the steam ferry over the Sumida River, and the Ryōgoku Kokugikan (I’m drawn to its round roof, which reminds me of the former Panorama Building). (Rampo Reader, p. 101)8

			The Flower Palace, or Hanayashiki, was an amusement park built on the grounds of Asakusa Park. The Kokugikan (literally, “National Sport Hall”), subsequently rebuilt in 1950 and again in 1985, remains Tokyo’s showpiece arena for sumo wrestling. The Panorama Building, which was destroyed in the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923, was among the first permanent places for cinema and other new media visual spectacles. Along with the park, museum and zoo at Ueno, these were some of the leading attractions that made the old Tokyo downtown the center of both mass culture and avant-garde experimentation. Temple grounds such as the Sensōji in Asakusa, vaudeville-like yose theaters, open air stalls, and sundry traditional entertainments contributed to the eclectic and festive scene.9 In spite of, or perhaps because of, its carnivalesque excesses, Asakusa in particular was a famously disreputable and squalid place even before the hard economic times brought on by Japan’s increased militarism and the Great Depression. In any event, for Rampo these were not only locales where tradition butted up against modernity, or high culture encountered low, but contact zones where the firm lines separating the quotidian, bourgeois realities of daily life from the realm of dreams and unconscious desires terrifyingly blurred and disappeared. Recalling Poe’s poem which asks, “Is all that we see or seem | But a dream within a dream?” 10 the basue, that seedy fringe of neighborhoods on the outskirts of the imperial capital’s urban core which appears in Rampo’s “The Daydream,” “The Horrors of Film” and other works, was not only a literary trope, but a physical and psychological destination. 

			If “Edogawa” was the place to be, the way to properly experience it was in motion, with restless feet and a roving eye. Or, to borrow from Baudelaire’s seminal essay “The Painter of Modern Life” (1859), as a flâneur. A person who strolls along the city streets in order to experience the constant changes and sensations of urban life, the flâneur signified both a privileged male gaze and a means of apprehending modernity. It is worth quoting from the original essay to convey the expansive nuances of the term:

			Observer, philosopher, flâneur – call him what you will... Sometimes he is a poet; more often he comes closer to the novelist or the moralist; he is the painter of the passing moment and of all the suggestions of eternity it contains. Every country, to its pleasure and glory, has possessed a few men of this stamp.11

			Baudelaire’s expression “the painter of the passing moment” is strikingly reminiscent of the Japanese woodblock prints known as “pictures of the floating world” (ukiyo-e) that depicted pleasure quarters such as Yoshiwara in the old downtown of Edo/Tokyo. It was precisely during the time when Baudelaire wrote this essay that the first great wave of japonisme began to surge in Paris and London, with Japanese woodblock prints foremost among the objets d’art that inspired the vanguard of modern artists and writers. Whether or not he sought by conscious design to effect a parallel with this still-nascent movement, Baudelaire’s model for the modern artist was the French painter and journalist Constantin Guys, whose watercolors and charcoal sketches of fashionable and everyday Parisian life were often reproduced in cheap woodcuts. Baudelaire was, in fact, among the earliest collectors of japonaiseries (artworks and curios from Japan) and he no doubt recognized subtle technical and thematic affinities between Guys’ Paris and the Edo of Hokusai and Hiroshige. The impulse of modernity has never taken a unilinear path, but has crossed back and forth between Japan and the West with increasing urgency over the past century and half.

			Baudelaire ultimately drew the imaginative force of the flâneur not from Japanese or Western art, but from Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” (1840), a short story he had translated into French.12 As if to channel the enigmatic figure in Poe’s tale, Baudelaire praised the flâneur as a living conduit of energy and embodiment of visual technology:

			The lover of universal life enters into the crowd as though it were an immense reservoir of electrical energy. Or we might liken him to a mirror as vast as the crowd itself; or to a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, responding to each one of its movements and reproducing the multiplicity of life and the flickering grace of all the elements of life.13

			While not a detective story per se, Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” is nevertheless a study in people-watching and criminal psychology. The calmly detached but inquisitive narrator tails a mysteriously driven old man to learn why he relentlessly seeks out, and takes perverse pleasure, in being surrounded by throngs of strangers. The narrator’s conclusion is one of terrifying pathology.

			“This old man,” I said at length, “is the type and the genius of deep crime. He refuses to be alone. He is the man of the crowd. It will be in vain to follow; for I shall learn no more of him, nor of his deeds. . . perhaps it is but one of the great mercies of God that ‘es lässt sich nicht lesen’ [it does not permit itself to be read].” 14 

			It is unclear whether Baudelaire overlooked the criminal implications of “The Man of the Crowd” or did not see fit to comment on the narrator’s diagnosis as so much petty bourgeois morality. No less an authority than Walter Benjamin frowned upon this slippage, commenting:

			Baudelaire saw fit to equate the man of the crowd, whom Poe’s narrator follows through the length and breadth of nocturnal London, with the flâneur. It is hard to accept this view. The man of the crowd is no flâneur. In him, composure has given way to manic behavior.15 

			Yet regardless of which side of the law they might choose to represent, it was exactly the allure of “the type and the genius of deep crime” for Poe and Rampo that invigorated their flâneurs. 

			The Japanese translation of flâneur, yūhosha 遊歩者, fulfills Baudelaire’s description of “a gentleman stroller of the city streets,” as it consists of the characters for “play/leisure” and “walk” plus the suffix for “person.” It took only one step further for Hirai Tarō to transform the aspect of leisurely walking (yūho) into a disorderly and frenetic wanderer by adopting the characters 乱歩 (rampo) for his pen name, or as I would render it, “the rambler of the Edo River.” 16 For the publication of his first two short stories, Hirai employed a different pair of characters with the similar pronunciation of “Rampō,” meaning an indigo peak 藍峰 –  an elegant sobriquet, as he notes in his memoir Tantei shōsetsu yonjūnen (Forty Years of the Detective Novel, 1961), one worthy of a writer or painter of the floating world.17 His decision to permanently change the characters in his pen-name brought his assumed identity closer to the flâneur, and thus marked a deepened connection to the definition of modernity that flows through Poe and Baudelaire. It finds its analog not only in the literary persona of “Edogawa Rampo,” but also in the urban nomads that populate his fiction, such as the unnamed protagonist of “Hakuchūmu” (The Daydream, 1926) who wanders the streets in search of raw stimulation. Goda Saburō in “Yaneura no sanposha” (Stalker in the Attic, 1926), too, plays at being a flâneur and agent provocateur on the streets of Asakusa before turning to voyeurism and murder in the hidden, interior spaces of an otherwise nondescript Tokyo boarding house. The quintessential flâneur was Rampo’s most celebrated character, the amateur detective Akechi Kogorō, who appears in “Stalker in the Attic” as the investigator and instigator of Goda’s crimes. 

			For Rampo and his contemporaries, the flâneur was also used to convey the shock of the modern by mapping a city transformed by mass culture. As Donald Richie explains of Kawabata Yasunari in his preface to Asakusa kurenaidan (The Scarlet Gang of Asakusa, 1929–1930), “He was a flâneur, one who strolled about, committing himself to nothing and no one. An often ironic observer, he turned perception itself into a kind of judgment. Like Baudelaire on the boulevard, Kawabata in Asakusa was a literary dandy whose gaze was his only comment.” 18 The Scarlet Gang depicted by Kawabata was a notorious group of child thieves and adolescent rogues whom his (adult male) narrator pursues around Asakusa and its environs during the Great Depression. His almost wistfully romantic portrayal of their lives and “lifestyles” is compelling in its own right, but what commands the reader’s attention is a mode of modernist narration that incorporates street slang, snippets of film, popular song, theatrical revues, and innumerable visual spectacles into a mental map of Tokyo past and present. The flâneur-as-narrator may divulge little of himself, but he serves as an antenna for a never-ending stream of stimuli admirably demonstrated in the following sequence: “eroticism and nonsense and speed and comic-strip humor of current events and jazz songs and ladies’ legs...” 19

			The decadent Symbolist poetics of the flâneur likewise resurface quite vividly in Kawabata’s essay “Akutagawa Ryūnosuke to Yoshiwara” (“Akutagawa Ryūnosuke and the Yoshiwara,” 1929), which recalls Akutagawa accompanying him to view the immediate aftermath of the 1923 earthquake: 

			Akutagawa was wearing a striped kimono and helmet. The helmet was incongruous, like a gigantic toadstool perched on the thin face and figure. Walking along in those great strides of his, swinging his body as if about to take flight, he looked like a villain setting forth on some evil mission. He was a war-horse striding past the devastated wastes, up streets that were a tangle of charred electric lines, among survivors tired and dirty as war refugees.20

			Akutagawa’s suicide in 1927 and Kawabata’s turn from the effusive avant-gardism of The Scarlet Gang in his later works by no means left Rampo the sole purveyor of flânerie in interwar Japan. Sociologists such as Kon Wajirō and Gonda Yasunosuke likewise used firsthand, unobtrusive observation to record the customs and rituals of everyday life under mass culture, especially the pleasure-seeking found in the streets and parks of Tokyo. Kon grandiosely dubbed his scientific approach “modernology” (kōgengaku). 

			Modernist or modernological, these explorations cumulatively pointed toward the need to reassess new urban conditions and social formations. Rampo’s contribution to the interwar cultural landscape thus did not lie in a radical singularity, but in his capacity to channel the crepuscular, nocturnal, and subterranean aspects of “daily life” via the medium of detective fiction. He won a vast readership by interleaving detective fiction with elements of the erotic and grotesque; channeling the subconscious desires and dreams that could only come about in an age of mass and mechanical reproduction. 

			It is this combination of attributes that informed his choice of pseudonym and brings full circle his relationship to Poe. In his postwar critical essays in particular, Rampo frequently looked back to Poe as an uncompromising theorist and innovator of detective fiction, and judged himself lacking by comparison. It seems highly paradoxical given Rampo’s own vibrant eclecticism that he chose to construe Poe in a narrow register that did not do justice to his many talents: from Romantic poetry and Gothic tales of the macabre to comic and critical essays. Nonetheless, it is here we may locate Rampo’s longstanding commitment to elevating detective fiction, a key strategy of which was to extol Poe’s originative integrity in a genre that had become awash in countless imitators. Was this a calculated pose of humility or an actual sentiment of regret? The answer would seem to lie in his stance toward Poe in the extraordinary essay “Dickens no senben” (Dickens and Poe, 1952).

			In his postwar writings, Rampo frequently followed Ellery Queen in acknowledging authoritative accounts of the detective novel before proceeding to excavate long-forgotten texts or overlooked aspects of mainstream literature that added depth to the picture. Rampo opens this essay with a brief genealogy of detective fiction, noting that the first work to employ the devices of modern detective fiction was neither Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone (1868) nor Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue” (published in April 1841). Both were pre-empted by Dickens’ Barnaby Rudge, which commenced serialization a mere three months prior to “Murders in the Rue Morgue.” Rampo recounts the one and only historic encounter of Dickens and Poe in Philadelphia in 1842, where Poe shared with Dickens a review and critique of Barnaby Rudge he had published several months prior to its final installments. The critique was, in fact, an exposé that solved the murder mystery in chapter one of Barnaby Rudge with a surprising degree of accuracy. Its merits alone were sufficient to earn Poe an audience with Dickens, the trans-Atlantic literary sensation, then touring the United States. Much of the scholarly attention devoted to their brief meeting has focused on the impecunious American’s request for assistance finding publishers for his work in England, and his remarks in the review about the pet raven in Rudge which he felt confident he could put to better advantage.21 Although he takes note of these details, Rampo’s primary interest was rather the contest of ideas between Dickens and Poe. The raven notwithstanding, he persists in his conviction that in so serious a matter as detective fiction, Poe would never stoop to imitate a competitor’s techniques. On the contrary, Dickens’ whodunit in Barnaby Rudge amounted to switching the roles of murderer and victim, a ploy which Rampo, looking back a century later, dismissively categorizes as the most hackneyed in the genre’s repertoire. In sum, Rampo retraced the origins of detective fiction to the scene of the crime that begat innumerable others. He implicitly valorizes Poe for serving as his own real-life example of the amateur detective (sleuthing out the murder of Barnaby Rudge), and for insisting upon a consummate originality.22 

			Rampo’s appreciation for Poe’s high-mindedness was not always matched by a similar willingness to sacrifice quantity for quality. In part this was a simple matter of pragmatism. A best-selling writer who was often pressured to meet the demands of his readers and publishers, Rampo clearly felt some twinges of guilt as a stylist for taking shortcuts he suspected the meticulous, but far less prolific, Poe would not. Yet he was not altogether remorseful about relentlessly working and reworking his own ideas. To this extent Rampo was an unabashed genre writer, recognizing that the way to do genre well was not to invent something new, but to reorganize the pieces of familiar puzzles into unexpected arrangements. It was in particular the interplay of erotic-grotesque and detective fiction that enabled him to generate his prodigious output. However, this, too, led him on occasion to wonder aloud if he had not fatally compromised the purity of his detective fiction.

			Whatever misgivings Rampo may have expressed, we should not fall into the trap of portraying him caught between the opposite poles of pure detective fiction and ero-guro. It is an approach which very nearly duplicates the stereotypical image of a consummately rational versus excessively Gothic Poe. As John Whitley points out, “It has often been asserted that there are, therefore, two Poes, the writer of tales of imagination, where the irrational reigns supreme, and the writer of mystery tales whose cardinal emphasis is on the operation of the reasoning faculties.”23 Whitley insists this binary opposition does a disservice to Poe, and the same can be said for Rampo. Once this dyad is shed, we may savor anew how their respective aesthetic theories accommodated hybridity and unconventionality. Indeed, when Poe and Rampo are held up side by side, it is evident a powerful symmetry is at work. Much as the mingled forms and decorative motifs of “the grotesque and arabesque” presented to Poe a formal pattern for representing the cultural logic of antebellum America, Rampo sought to articulate the “erotic grotesque” condition of interwar Japan. 

			To recognize Poe’s multifarious influences upon Rampo is in no way to mitigate Rampo’s breadth of knowledge, which ran the gamut of Anglo-American detective fiction and its literary predecessors. Since his debut in the early 1920s he liberally peppered his narratives with references to varied sources of inspiration that might serve as signposts for the well-versed reader. In “The Stalker in the Attic,” it is none other than Akechi who whets Goda’s appetite by relating true-life stories about scientists and men of letters who abused their genius by committing acts of murder. So begins Goda’s self-education in the art of crime with books by Poe, Hoffman, and Gaboriau, amongst unspecified piles of detective novels. It amounts to the training of the copycat criminal by the amateur detective and the canon of detective fiction itself, an irony not lost on Rampo as a student of this most derivative and self-referential of genres. 

			In the last decade of his career Rampo for the most part ceased fiction-writing and dedicated his energies instead toward the promotion of new writers and investigating the history of “pure” detective fiction. We should bear in mind that while some of his works were decidedly essayistic (zuihitsumono), with a characteristic off-the-cuff feel, they filled an important void left by a Japanese and English academia that still regarded detective fiction as unworthy of serious attention. In “Tantei shōsetsu no nazo” (Riddles of the Detective Novel, 1955) from which “Kikyō na chakusō” (An Eccentric Idea) is excerpted in this Reader, Rampo documented the hundreds of stratagems, or “tricks” as he preferred to call them, in international detective fiction, including faked deaths, locked room mysteries, and bizarre murder weapons. His source texts, many of which had been translated and published in Shin seinen around the time of his debut in the early 1920s, read as a veritable who’s who of late nineteenth and early twentieth century detective writers: John Dickson Carr, Freeman Wills Crofts, Maurice LeBlanc, Melville Davisson Post, and others. 

			Rampo’s postwar labors of love had an equally vital agenda of restoring Japan to this historical narrative. Contrary to popular assumptions even in Japan that the modern detective novel (if not modernity itself) was the exclusive preserve of the West, Rampo endeavored to show that Japan was a locus of innovation and experimentation in its own right. Never a rigid polemicist, he often used lively and humorous anecdotes to demonstrate linkages between different authors, texts and national canons that led to what is now the internationally recognized detective genre. Nowhere is this better demonstrated than his essay “Fingerprint Novels of the Meiji Period” (“Meiji no shimon shōsetsu,” 1951), which traces the discovery of the handprint, forerunner to the now-ubiquitous practices of forensic fingerprinting, to the Scottish surgeon Henry Faulds at the Tsukiji Hospital in Tokyo in 1878. Faulds published his initial observations in a letter dated October 28, 1880 entitled “On the Skin-furrows of the Hand,” to the British journal Nature, setting in motion a bitter contest with William Herschel and Francis Galton. 

			Yet Rampo went much further than forensics alone. Citing Ellery Queen, who claimed Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi (1883) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894) as the first and second appearances of forensic fingerprinting in world literature, Rampo argued for the inclusion between them of the Australian-born, Japanese-language raconteur Kairakutei Black’s story Gentō (The Magic Lantern) from 1892, also tellingly known as Iwade ginkō chisen no tegata (The Bloodstained Handprint at the Iwade Bank). His story is remarkably prescient in using the magnified and projected image of a handprint for solving a murder a full decade before the first police departments in the world accepted fingerprinting as standard operating procedure. Pulling no punches, Rampo takes to task no less lofty a personage than Arthur Conan Doyle, noting that two of the short stories in The Return of Sherlock Holmes failed to correctly use fingerprints left at the scene of the crime in like fashion. As he drily observes, “for a book published in 1905 it comes across as betraying a lack of knowledge about fingerprints” (Rampo Reader, p. 186). Here and elsewhere, Rampo’s knack for connecting the seemingly disparate threads of detective fiction, mass technologies and changing definitions of the individual compels a powerful rethinking of many critical aspects of Japanese modernity.

			II. Menagerie of the Erotic Grotesque

			Since its appearance in the popular press around 1930, the catchphrase “erotic grotesque nonsense” has become one of the dominant frameworks for understanding the zeitgeist of interwar Japan. While it is associated to varying degrees with the historical avant-garde and mass culture, it also functioned as a floating signifier for the tensions and excesses wrought by the rapid assimilation of capitalism, industrialization, nationalism, and empire-building since the turn of the century. The erotic grotesque was even used to express a renewal of sorts for Tokugawa period cultural practices repressed by the ethos of “Civilization and Enlightenment” (bunmei kaika) during the Meiji Restoration. Rampo exploited these layers of ambiguity not simply to cater to bizarre or decadent cosmopolitan tastes, but to disclose the contradictions inherent in Japanese modernity. 

			The foundations for Rampo’s approach to the erotic grotesque can be traced back to the modes of collecting and exhibiting humanistic knowledge of the nineteenth century. Lenses, mirrors, panoramic vistas, and the like, which underpinned this regime of vision – what Jonathan Crary collectively calls “techniques of the observer” – are an integral part of Rampo’s repertoire.24 His oeuvre is likewise rife with dolls, mannequins, automata, and puppets that straddle the animate-inanimate divide and which originated in the museums, department stores, vaudeville theaters, and other places where modern life was consumed as spectacle. His signature gesture within the discourse of the erotic grotesque was his seemingly endless selection and recombination of these optic and anthropomorphic devices as well as his inclusion of the thrilling new media technology of the early twentieth century.

			For Rampo the erotic grotesque was no less than a means of playing with, and interrogating, forms of sexuality. Rampo clearly saw sexual identity as a fluid historical and scientific construct. Definitions of male sexuality were still in flux compared with a generation earlier, while for women the rise of the “modern girl” (moga) and a vigorous suffrage movement promised both fashionable consumerism and political liberalization.25 Yet as Sabine Frühstück explores in Colonizing Sex: Sexology and Social Control in Modern Japan (Berkeley: U. of California Press, 2003), the Japanese government exercised control over sexuality through public hygiene, sex education, and physical fitness in keeping with the twofold project of national security and imperial expansion. Ero guro effectively became the literary master code for balancing potentially prurient entertainment with scientific edification or its approximation from the burgeoning fields of psychology, psychoanalysis, and sexology. It should not be surprising that Rampo and his contemporaries, who were socialized into this system, inevitably carried forth some of its prejudices and modes of thought despite their efforts to gain critical and aesthetic distance from it.

			Rampo frequently turned to brief autobiographical essays as a touchstone for his visual and sexual curiosity. In many instances he worked out ideas that also appear in his fiction, or returned to comment upon them afterward. Despite his characteristically humble tone, the novelist in Rampo surely could not resist a certain element of self-mythologization while describing his personal revelations of pure vision, or new media, or sexual identity. A case in point is “Renzu shikōshō” (A Fascination with Lenses, 1937), which relates his lifelong obsessions with visuality that began with bouts of chronic depression he suffered as a boy. At such times he would lock himself in his room, turn off the lights and close the blinds for solace. Yet to his great surprise, he discovered a seemingly magical image of the world outside his window that streamed through a tiny opening in the blinds, projecting itself across the room on the sliding paper screen:

			One day as I lay there listlessly in the dark, I unexpectedly became aware that the scenery from outdoors was being cast upon the shōji through a pinhole in the blinds. The verdant branches of a tree dense with foliage were reflected in such a way that virtually every single leaf was delineated with extreme detail and clarity. The tiles of the roof also appeared to be of a different and altogether more radiant color than when seen with the naked eye. Below the tiles and the leaves on the tree (the scenery was reflected on the screen upside-down) came the glorious color of the vast sky. Interspersed within this shade of blue like the painted backgrounds of pictures in the Panorama Building were fluffy white clouds that slowly crept along like bugs. (Rampo Reader, p. 147)

			Although Rampo did not bother to explicitly name what he assumed would be obvious to his readers, the natural phenomenon he witnessed was the spontaneous workings of a camera obscura. In fact, it is this very absence of physical machinery that allowed him to indulge in a moment of pure vision. Whether it is a reflection in a mirror or voyeuristic glimpses of forbidden, unknown, or utopian worlds, the same thrill of the gaze would rescue more than one of his world-weary protagonists from their own depths of despair.

			As distinct from Kawabata and Tanizaki’s earlier turns at screenplay writing, Rampo was among the first major writers to have their literary works brought to the silent screen without major personal involvement.26 A version of his serial novel Issun bōshi (The Dwarf, 1926–27) directed by Shiba Seika and based upon Naoki Sanjūgo’s screenplay premiered in 1927, initiating a long legacy of cinematizations that has continued to this day. This is not to suggest Rampo was disinterested in the technical and aesthetic possibilities of film. It was rather that his views of film and other media were expressed most directly in his stories and essays.27 

			To be sure, Rampo’s essays are highly impressionistic and thus do not easily lend themselves to sustained analysis. Where he excels is in capturing the excitement and anxieties engendered by new media. A common thread that runs through them is the visceral sensation of fear (kyōfu). For example, “Koe no kyōfu” (literally “horrors of the voice,” translated here as “Spectral Voices,” 1925) is devoted to sound effects. Rampo was by no means a rigid technological determinist. This is evident from his references to Poe’s prose poem “Shadow” and to Japanese folklore, both regarding the terrifying prospect of voices arising from thin air. Nonetheless, the invention of the gramophone, telephone, and radio enabled the disembodied voice to extend its reach in unpredictable and increasingly ubiquitous ways. No less eerie than the simulation of life in dolls and automata, these new technologies seemed to possess an existence of their own. 

			 “Eiga no kyōfu” (The Horrors of Film, 1926), the companion piece to “Spectral Voices,” catalogues various panic-inducing special effects from the sudden and shocking appearance of film negatives on-screen at the end of a film to the weird, three-dimensional illusions that could be spied through blue-and-red lenses. What stands out most, however, is the film of a beautiful woman’s face projected in close-up becoming stuck in the projector until the hot lamps cause the celluloid film to catch fire. The black-and-white image frozen on screen appears to be devoured by an alien redness: a contagion that leaps from the realm of cinematic fantasy to life-and-death reality as flames threaten to engulf the entire building. It is not without cause we are reminded in the darkened movie
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