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About the Author

Junichirō Tanizaki was one of Japan’s greatest twentienth century novelists. Born in 1886 in Tokyo, his first published work – a one-act play – appeared in 1910 in a literary magazine he helped to found. Tanizaki lived in the cosmopolitan Tokyo area until the earthquake of 1923, when he moved to the Kyoto-Osaka region and became absorbed in Japan’s past.



All his most important works were written after 1923, among them Some Prefer Nettles (1929), The Secret History of the Lord of Musashi (1935), several modern versions of The Tale of Genji (1941, 1954 and 1965), The Makioka Sisters, The Key (1956) and Diary of a Mad Old Man (1961). He was awarded an Imperial Award for Cultural Merit in 1949 and in 1965 he was elected an honorary member of the American Academy and the National Institute of Arts and Letters, the first Japanese writer to receive this honour. Tanizaki died later that same year.
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Introduction


One thing I’ve discovered from a lifetime of haphazardly organised reading is that the longer you let a classic go unopened, the stranger the reading experience is likely to be. In my mid-twenties, when I finally read Moby-Dick, I remember getting to the sperm-squeezing scene and thinking, Wait, can this be real? Am I reading the same version as everybody else, or has everyone who has been nattering on about this book, without mentioning how gay it is, just been pranking me this whole time? (I feel exactly the same way about The Haunting of Hill House. So strange! So gay! Check it out.)

Books make their way into the canon by upending all our expectations, by unsettling us and shocking us and making us feel baffled and off-kilter and, sometimes, frankly confused. And then, in the process of turning them into classics, we domesticate them: we put them on syllabi and we outline them and explicate them, and we write introductions confidently telling other people what they’re about – in other words, we move farther and farther away from our initial reaction, which may be less along the lines of ‘Ah, what a work of genius to admire uncomplicatedly’ and more like ‘What the fuck did I just read?’

I can say with confidence that you are likely to look up several times during your reading of Junichirō Tanizaki’s Quicksand and say, possibly out loud to an empty room, ‘What on God’s green earth is going on?’ At one point, when I was about halfway through the novel, my girlfriend innocently asked me what it was about, and I said something like, ‘Well, this married lady is in love with this girl, but the girl is in a secret relationship with another guy, and both the guy and the married lady are jealous of the girl, so they’ve just written up a legal contract specifying that they’ll collaborate with each other to prevent the girl from dating anyone else, but the girl might already be pregnant, or it might be an elaborate ruse, I can’t tell yet – oh, never mind.’ The front cover of my 1994 edition, the one that the version you’re holding in your hands is intended to replace, quotes reassuringly from the New York Times Book Review, announcing that ‘The story itself transcends culture.’ To which I say, ‘Ah, yes, the universally understood tale of a four-way love affair involving not only lesbianism and infidelity and couple-swapping, but pregnancy-faking and secret drugging and group suicide and the writing of an elaborate contract signed in blood, in which you promise that you’ll break up with your secret girlfriend if she ever attempts to divorce her impotent husband.’ (The back of my book, meanwhile, offers Fatal Attraction as the most relevant Western analogue. I’d suggest Les Liaisons dangereuses or, possibly, its most famous English-language adaptation, the 1999 Sarah Michelle Gellar vehicle, Cruel Intentions.)

Quicksand does not transcend culture, for the simple reason that nothing does. Written between 1928 and 1930, and set in Kansai province, in and around the city of Osaka, the book’s very title is a Japanese reference that has to be changed for an English-language audience. (The original title, Manji, refers to the Buddhist swastika, now perhaps the most irrevocably culture-bound of symbols. In context, according to the reviewer Masao Miyoshi, this refers to ‘the quasi-religious bliss … only attainable after a chaotic whirlpool of relations’, a connotation that is wholly absent from the English title.) One of the recurring themes in the book is the nature of the implied differences between Tokyo, where Tanizaki lived until shortly before he began writing Quicksand, and the Osaka region, where he lived when he was writing the novel, and where the action is set. Again according to Miyoshi, in the original Japanese the fact that the characters speak in the Osaka dialect is a key formal innovation of the novel – a distinction that I, at least, was unable to detect in translation.

In other words, if you, like me, have access only to the translation, and lack a comprehensive background in the relevant Japanese history of the period, there will be aspects of the book that are unavailable to you without additional research. Other aspects, like the recurring image of the Buddhist goddess, Willow Kannon, will carry only a portion of the impact they would to readers familiar with the artistic and cultural context that gives these references their power. To acknowledge this is not to suggest that the reading experience is in any way incomplete or unsatisfying, but simply to avoid the suggestion, implicit in the word transcends, that what matters about this novel – any novel! – is what rises ‘above’ cultural specificity to make itself instantly available to readers approaching it from a position of historical or geographical distance. To fully inhabit the book, you may occasionally need to go outside it. That, to me, is part of the pleasure.

And yet even across significant distances of time and space, Quicksand opens with the intimacy and immediacy of a hot whispering breath in your ear. ‘Do forgive me for bothering you again, but I simply had to see you today – I want you to hear my side of the story, from beginning to end.’ It’s a perfect opening line, neatly divided into four parts. (The number four is everywhere in the novel, from the number of characters embroiled in the central affair to the arms of the manji’s hooked cross.) The first clause of the sentence – imploring, apologetic – collides with the demanding emotional urgency of the second, in a way that immediately evokes character. A woman driven to trample over both propriety and decency by the force of her desires, the speaker, Sonoko Kakiuchi will utter a version of that phrase – I’m sorry, but I must – over and over again.

What Sonoko wants, here, is to be heard, to be allowed to give her ‘side’ of the story. And of course, in making the request, she implies the existence of other versions, and suggests that the account she is about to give is biased in her favour. As is the case with all good gossip, this ambiguity makes the story she is telling even more irresistible.

But who, exactly, is listening? Well, we are. But as we will soon learn, our access to Sonoko is mediated by another character – a writer. ‘I only wish I could put it down on paper, like one of your novels,’ Sonoko says as she begins. The conceit is that Quicksand is being narrated to an authorial stand-in, a novelist who has recently moved from Tokyo to Osaka; in other words, a novelist who strongly resembles Junichirō Tanizaki. And so we enter the realms of modernist metafiction – stories about stories, stories within stories, stories that are partial, contested, fraught.

Sonoko will ‘tell’ her story – about a love affair that ends in multiple suicides – but it will be documented, organised and framed by someone else, someone whose task is not only to record but also to interpret. In one of the novel’s most fascinating passages, the ‘author’ analyses Sonoko’s correspondence with her lover, Mitsuko:


I was somewhat taken aback at the sight [of the letters]. Doubtless no Tokyo woman would choose such garish envelopes. Even for a love letter, she would prefer something plainer. And a man who received a love letter in an envelope like that, supposing he was a Tokyo man, would surely take an instant dislike to the sender. In any case, the taste for that sort of gaudy excess is indeed typical of Osaka women. And when you think that these love letters were exchanged by two women, they seem all the more excessive. Here, I will only quote from several of them to illustrate the fervid emotional situation underlying this account, but it may be well to add a description of the stationery itself. In my opinion, the decorative aspect of the letters is sometimes even more revealing than their content.



Consider the layers here. A real author, Junichirō Tanizaki, has invented an ‘author’ who is treating an (imaginary) packet of letters exchanged by two women in Osaka as a primary source. We are meant to understand that the letters themselves are more reliable than the female narrator’s account of them; they reveal aspects of her character of which she herself is unaware. The ‘author’ interprets these letters by thinking through the hypotheticals: If they were written by a woman in Tokyo … If they were received by a man … But no, in ‘reality’ they were written by a woman in Osaka; in ‘reality’ they were evidence of two women engaged in a ‘fervid emotional situation’, an elaborate story invented by the author (not the ‘author’) himself. Phew! Quicksand is full of references to imaginary documents – tabloid clippings, printed contracts, photographs – that are ostensibly meant to suggest legitimacy, but, in practice, continually return our attention to the fact that we are reading a novel.

And what are we to make of the ‘fervid emotional situation’ that comprises the story at the heart of the book? To read a novel that takes as its subject a love affair between two women, and does not shy away from the sexuality between them … and, moreover, allows its female narrator to speak frankly not only about her sexual desire, but also about the difficulties that accompany it, the myriad cutting ways in which it is denied legitimacy by those around her, the ocean of contempt that she must face and defy – there is something undeniably exhilarating about that, even today. A scene early on in the book, when in a fit of passion Sonoko bites through a sheet that Mitsuko is wearing as a robe, crying, ‘I’ve never met anyone so cold!’, struck me as genuine and passionate.

Soon enough, though, the baroque complexities of the plot pile up; the deceptions, betrayals and reversals multiply. First one man comes between the women, then another. But the man whose presence exerts the most distorting effect, I think, is that odd, evanescent disappearing-and-reappearing author. His presence – always interceding, judging, framing the story – suggests that the principal sensibility shaping the novel is, in the end, not one of queerness, but of voyeurism. Is this a story about two women, Sonoko and Mitsuko, or is it about the men who circle around them, in turn fascinated, repulsed, judgemental and obsessed? Is that really Sonoko’s hot breath, or is someone else panting just a little too close to my ear as I read? In my opinion, the decorative aspect of the letters is sometimes even more revealing than their content. In the end, these narratological games may be the most unsettling aspect of this brilliant, shifting and bleak novel. Or maybe I’m wrong. What makes you think I am someone you should trust? After all, Sonoko is here, and is eager to tell you the story. Her side of it, at least. Listen, and decide for yourself.

Kristen Roupenian

June 2019
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Do forgive me for bothering you again, but I simply had to see you today—I want you to hear my side of the story, from beginning to end. Are you sure you don’t mind? I know how busy you are with your own writing, and if I go into every last detail it might take forever! Really, I only wish I could put it all down on paper, like one of your novels, and ask you to read it … The truth is, the other day I tried to start writing, but what happened is so complicated I didn’t know where to begin. So I thought I’d just have to talk it out, and that’s why I’m here. But then, I hate to let you waste your precious time for my sake. Are you quite sure it’s all right? You’ve always been so sweet to me I’m afraid I’m taking advantage of your kindness, and after everything you’ve put up with … I can’t thank you enough.

Well, I suppose I ought to start with that man I used to talk so much about. As I told you before, what you said made me think the whole thing over, and I finally broke off with him. Still, I must have felt a strong attachment. Even at home I’d get almost hysterical when anything brought him to mind. But before long it began to dawn on me that the man was worthless … My husband noticed I’d changed completely since I began consulting you. Instead of always rushing off, telling him I was going to a concert or something, I would stay in all day painting or practicing the piano.

‘You’re being more feminine lately,’ he used to say. I could see he was pleased by your concern.

But I have to admit I never said a word to him about the other man. ‘It isn’t healthy to hide your past mistakes from your husband,’ you warned me, ‘and since you tell me you haven’t already gone too far up till now, why not make a clean breast of it?’ And yet … I suppose even my husband may have had an inkling about what was going on, but somehow it was hard for me to confess. I told myself I’d just try not to make the same mistake over again, and I kept that love affair a secret hidden deep in my heart. So he didn’t really know what we were talking about, you see; he thought you were simply giving me a lot of good advice. It’s made a wonderful change in your attitude, he said.



For a while I spent my time quietly at home. Perhaps because he felt relieved, the way things were going, he said he’d better get a little more serious himself, so he rented an office in the Imabashi Building in downtown Osaka and opened a law practice. That was early last year; it must have been around February.

… Yes, that’s right: he studied German law at the university and could have become a lawyer anytime he liked. But it seems he wanted to be a professor, and he was in graduate school at the time I was involved with that other man. There was no special reason why he decided to go into practice. Probably he was ashamed of depending on my parents and felt he couldn’t hold his head up before me. He’d had such a splendid record as a student that my parents considered him a prize catch. When we were married, they took him into the family like an adopted son. They trusted him right from the start and settled some property on us so he needn’t be in any hurry about making a living. Since he wanted to be a legal scholar, let him keep on studying and be one. And we could go abroad together for two or three years, if we cared to.

At first my husband was delighted and seemed to mean to do just that. But then maybe I began to irritate him; maybe he thought I was entirely too willful, because of my family’s position. Anyway, he simply didn’t know how to get along with people, no matter what, and he was so tactless, so blunt, that after he started to practice law he still had hardly any business. Yet he made a point of going to the office every day, and I was left to lounge around the house from morning till night. Naturally all those fading memories began coming to life again. Before, when I had time on my hands I used to write poetry, but that would only have stirred up even more memories. So it seemed to me I couldn’t go on like that; I had to take up something, find some distraction …

Perhaps you know that Women’s Arts Academy in the Tennoji district? It’s a third-rate private school, with departments for painting, music, sewing, embroidery, and all. They have no such thing as admission requirements—anyone can get in, adults or children. I’d had some lessons in Japanese-style painting and was still fond of it, though I wasn’t very good, so I began going there every day, leaving in the morning with my husband. I say every day, but of course it was the kind of school where you could always take the day off.

My husband had not the slightest interest in art or literature, but he was quite willing to have me go to school. He even encouraged me, told me it was a fine idea, I should do my best! Although we usually left the house together in the morning, we went whenever I was ready—sometimes nine o’clock, sometimes ten—but things were so quiet at my husband’s office that he would wait for me as long as I pleased. We’d take the Hanshin train in from Koroen to Umeda, then catch a taxi and drive along the Sakai streetcar line to the corner of Imabashi, where I dropped him off. I’d go on by taxi all the way to Tennoji.

He enjoyed our going out together like that.

‘I feel as if I’m a student again,’ he’d say, in high spirits, and laugh when I remarked: ‘Would a student couple run back and forth to school by taxi?’

He wanted me to call him when I was ready to leave in the afternoon too, and stop by his office, or meet him at Namba or the Hanshin station, to go to the movies at the Shochiku Theater or somewhere. That was how things stood. We were getting along very well. But then, maybe about the middle of April, I had a stupid quarrel with the director at my school.



It’s strange, the way it happened. You know, they use models posed in various costumes for Japanese painting—you never work from the nude—and there was a so-called life class of that kind at the school. Just then they had a Miss Y, an eighteen-year-old girl said to be one of the most beautiful models in Osaka, and they had her pose in a gauzy white robe as the Willow Kannon—well, that was supposed to be close enough to naked to qualify as life study.

So I was sketching her one day, along with the other students, when the director came into the classroom and said to me:

‘Mrs Kakiuchi, your picture doesn’t look anything like the model. Possibly you have a different model in mind?’

Then he gave a sort of mocking laugh, and all the rest of the students saw what was going on and began to snicker too. I was startled and felt myself blush, though at the time I had no idea why. Thinking back on it now, I’m not sure I was blushing, but somehow his remark about ‘a different model’ struck home. Who could the model be? It seems that quite unconsciously, as I was looking at Miss Y there before me, I’d had another distinct image in my mind’s eye. That image was reflected in the drawing—my brush seemed to be sketching it all by itself, without any intention on my part.

I’m sure you know who I mean. My model—it’s all been in the newspapers anyway—was Miss Tokumitsu Mitsuko.



(Author’s note: The widow Kakiuchi seemed unaffected by her recent ordeal. Her dress and manner were bright, even showy, just as they had been a year before. Rather than a widow, Mrs Kakiuchi looked like the typical young married Osaka woman of good family, and she spoke in the mellifluous feminine dialect of her class and region. She was certainly no great beauty, but as she said the name ‘Tokumitsu Mitsuko,’ her face became suffused with a curious radiance.)



At that time I hadn’t yet made friends with Mitsuko. She was studying oil painting—painting in the Western style, that is—so she was in a different classroom, and there was no chance for us to talk. I didn’t think she would even recognize me or would give me a second thought if she did. Not that I paid any special attention to her either, except that she seemed to be a strikingly attractive girl. Of course we’d scarcely said a word to each other, and I didn’t know the first thing about her temperament, what she was really like. I suppose you could say it was just a general impression.

Come to think of it, though, she must have been on my mind a good deal earlier, since already, without even asking, I knew Mitsuko’s name and where she lived: she was the daughter of a wholesale woolens merchant whose shop was in the Semba district of Osaka, and now they lived out in Ashiya, along the Hankyu line—things like that. So when the director made his snide little remark, it set me thinking. Yes, the face in my sketch looked like Mitsuko, but it wasn’t something I’d done on purpose. Even if I had, why should I be expected to produce a facial likeness of Miss Y? She was posing as the goddess Kannon so that we could study her figure, the drapery folds of her white robe, and all that, and then just try to express the feeling of a Kannon bodhisattva, surely. Miss Y may have been a beautiful model, but Mitsuko was far more beautiful: as long as it enhanced the portrait, what was wrong with modeling the face after Mitsuko’s? That was what I thought.
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Two or three days later the director came in again while we were sketching the same pose. He stopped in front of me and stared at my work with his usual sneering smile.

‘Mrs Kakiuchi,’ he said. ‘Really now, Mrs Kakiuchi, there’s something wrong with your picture. It’s looking less and less like the model. Who exactly are you modeling it on?’

‘Oh, is that so?’ I answered sharply. ‘It doesn’t look at all like the model?’ As if the director had anything to do with teaching art!

… No, the regular painting teacher wasn’t there. That would have been Professor Tsutsui Shunko, but he came in only occasionally, to tell us this or that was bad, or to do it a different way; ordinarily the students would just look at the model and draw anyhow they pleased. I’d heard that the director taught English, one of the optional courses, but he didn’t seem to have a college degree or any real academic background; no one even knew where he had gone to school. As I found out afterward, he was no educator, just a shrewd businessman. A man like that could hardly be expected to understand painting, and he had no reason to stick his nose into it. Then, too, most courses were left to the specialists who taught them, so he rarely visited a classroom. And yet he went out of his way to come to this class and criticize my painting!

Then he asked me in a sarcastic tone: ‘Now, seriously, you don’t really think you’re following that model, do you?’

I pretended to be innocent. ‘Yes. I’m afraid I can’t draw very well, so maybe it isn’t turning out right. But I’m trying to be faithful.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s not that you can’t draw. You’re rather talented, in fact. But look at this face—I can’t help thinking it’s somebody else.’ He was back to that again.

‘Oh, you’re talking about the face, are you?’ I said. ‘That’s to express my own ideal.’

‘And who might your ideal be?’ he persisted tiresomely.

Then I told him: ‘It’s an ideal, not any special person. I just want to make the face beautiful, to give the pure feeling of a Kannon. Is anything wrong with that? Do I have to make even the face look like that model?’

‘You’re putting up quite an argument,’ he replied. ‘But if you’re capable of expressing your ideal, you have no reason to come to this school. Isn’t that why we have you sketch from a model? You don’t need a model if you’re going to paint any way you want, and if this ideal Kannon of yours looks like somebody else, I think you’re being pretty deceitful.’

‘I’m not a bit deceitful! And I don’t see anything wrong artistically, as long as it has the divine features of a Kannon.’

‘It just won’t do,’ he insisted. ‘You’re not yet a full-fledged artist. Even if it seems divine to you, the question is how others see it. That sort of thing leads to misunderstanding.’

‘Oh? And what kind of misunderstanding might that be?’ I retorted. ‘You’re always saying it looks like someone, so would you please tell me who it looks like!’

That rattled him. ‘Stubborn, aren’t you?’ he said. From then on, the director held his tongue.



I was elated. Facing down the director made me feel as if I had won a quarrel. But our argument in front of the students caused a sensation, and before long a nasty rumor began to spread. They said I’d made indecent advances to Mitsuko, that Mitsuko and I were altogether too close … As I told you, at that time I’d hardly said a word to her, so the whole thing was nonsense, just an out-and-out lie. Of course I was aware that people were talking behind my back, though I never dreamed they were making such a fuss. But I had nothing on my conscience, so I didn’t care what they said. It was all perfectly ridiculous.

Well, that’s the way people are—they’re always ready to spread rumors. Still, no matter how much they gossiped, to accuse us of being ‘altogether too close’ when we’d had nothing to do with each other was so absurd that it didn’t even make me angry. I wasn’t concerned for myself—what bothered me was how Mitsuko might take it. It occurred to me that she must be distressed to be drawn into all this, and somehow whenever our paths crossed, going to school or leaving, I couldn’t bring myself to look her in the face the way I used to. And yet to speak up and apologize to her—that might make things worse, cause even more scandal, and that wouldn’t do either. Every time I happened to pass her I tried to seem apologetic, cringing and casting my eyes down, as if I wanted to escape her notice. All the same, I still felt anxious about whether she might be angry, or how she might look at me, so the moment we passed I would steal a glance at her. But Mitsuko’s expression was the same as ever; she didn’t seem in the least annoyed with me.

Oh yes, I’ve brought along a photograph I’d like to show you. We had it taken of us together when we got our matching kimonos—it’s the one that was in the papers and attracted so much attention. As you can see, standing side by side like this I’m just a foil for Mitsuko; you won’t find another such dazzling beauty among all the young girls around Semba.



(Author’s note: The ‘matching kimonos’ in the photograph were of the gaudy, colorful sort that is so much to the Osaka taste. Mrs Kakiuchi wore her hair pulled back in a chignon; Mitsuko’s was done up in a traditional Shimada, but her eyes were rich, liquid, extraordinarily passionate for a young city-bred girl of Osaka. In short, the eyes were fascinating, full of the magnetic power of a love goddess. Certainly she was very beautiful; there was no false modesty in the widow’s remark about being a foil for her. But whether her face was in fact suitable for the benign features of the Willow Kannon was perhaps another matter.)



But what do you think? An elaborate Japanese hairstyle is quite becoming to her, don’t you agree?

… Yes, she sometimes wore it that way even to school. She said her mother liked her in it. Anyway, it was the kind of school that didn’t require students to wear a uniform, and nobody cared if you had a Japanese coiffure or wore a plain kimono with no hakama skirt; whatever you liked. I never wore a hakama myself. Now and then Mitsuko came in Western clothes, but when she dressed in Japanese style it was always just a kimono. In this picture her hairdo makes her look several years younger, though actually she was twenty-two, only a year younger than myself—if she were still alive now, in 1928, she’d be twenty-three this year. But Mitsuko was an inch or two taller, and a beauty like that, even if she doesn’t mean to be vain, always seems to have a confident air, doesn’t she? Or maybe that’s just my own sense of inferiority. Even later, after we were close, I always felt a little deferential toward her, like her younger sister, in spite of being the older one.

Well, around that time—to go back to when we’d hardly spoken, that is—it seemed that Mitsuko hadn’t heard those nasty rumors I mentioned, since there wasn’t the slightest change in her attitude. I had long ago been attracted by her beauty, and before the rumors started I used to edge near her whenever she came by. Mitsuko herself always walked straight on, as if she didn’t even see me, but everything around seemed brighter and fresher after she passed. If she had heard those rumors, she would at least have paid some attention to me, I thought. I’d have noticed something in her manner, whether she loathed me or felt sorry for me, but there wasn’t a hint of her feelings, so little by little I grew bolder, bold enough to edge near and peep into that lovely face again. One day during the lunch break we ran into each other in the student lounge, and instead of going coolly by, as usual, for some reason she gave me an enchanting smile. Instinctively I bowed, and then Mitsuko came up to me and said:

‘I’m terribly sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you. Please don’t hold it against me.’

‘Whatever are you saying?’ I replied. ‘I’m the one to apologize.’

‘You have nothing to apologize for. If you only knew what’s going on … Be careful, someone’s trying to trap us!’

‘Really? Who could that be?’ I asked.

‘It’s the director,’ she said. ‘I can’t explain here—shall we go out somewhere for lunch? Then you can hear all about it.’

‘I’ll go anywhere you like,’ I told her.

After that the two of us went to a restaurant near Tennoji Park. As we were eating lunch, Mitsuko began by saying that it was the director himself who started those malicious rumors. Of course I’d found it irritating, the way he kept coming into the classroom and embarrassing me before everyone, and I couldn’t help feeling he was up to no good. But when I asked why on earth he wanted to spread a rumor like that, she said that the whole thing was aimed at her, that one way or another he wanted to damage her reputation. And the reason for that was talk of a marriage proposal, a proposal from the young man who was heir to the fortune of the M family, one of the richest and most famous families in Osaka.

Mitsuko said that she herself wasn’t interested, but her own family was very much in favor of the match, and
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‘Teases us with forbidden pleasures’
Washington Times





