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1. Introduction

The Western world has long exercised a fascination with
Japan, whether it was with its peculiar culture and ways
of living or with the determination and heroism of the
Japanese soldiers, admired during the WW Il even by
their enemies. The disaster at the end of the war, the
nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, shook the
world. Their surrender, in Emperor Hirohito’s words,
broadcast on the radio, on August 15, 1945, emphasised
that pursuing the fight further “not only would result in an
ultimate collapse and obliteration of the Japanese nation,
but also it would lead to the total extinction of human
civilization” (Jewel Voice Broadcast, August 15, 1945).
In the aftermath of the war, Japan continued to impress
with their resoluteness to ‘put their house in order’, while
also starting, albeit subtly, a mostly economic, but also
cultural process of ‘Japanisation’. The publication of
James Clavell’s bestseller, Shogun, in the 1970s, and the
associated success of its adaptation into a television series
in 1980 greatly contributed to what Westerners thought to
be awareness of the Japanese history and culture. This
novel, based on real, historical events, indeed, but from a
Western perspective which can be described as
Orientalist, drew the interest of many for the ‘real thing’
(with the pile of grains of salt that this ‘real’ entails when
talking about fiction), i.e. for Japanese literature (set in
Japan, written by the Japanese), which, in turn, brought
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international success for authors such as Kenzaburo Oe or
Haruki Murakami. They are read worldwide, in
translation, which, naturally, dilutes and mediates the text,
leading, in many cases, to misunderstandings. It was high
time representations of the Oriental world were given a
third-space perspective, one that is neither Orientalist, nor
so utterly alien; in short, one that could accommodate both
Western reading preferences and Eastern cultures.

Due to postcolonial implications — in terms of
economic and social development (migration, cross-
communication encounters, etc.) and guilt (inapplicable in
this particular case), it was a matter of time until authors
of “hyphenated identity” (i.e., whose ethnic descent
combines with traits acquired in the country of residence)
appeared on the postmodernist stage of Western
Literature and started arresting the readers’ interest. If
names resonating with the colonial legacy of the British
Empire in Asia — like Rushdie’s, Naipaul’s or Arundhati
Roy’s — were somehow foreseeable, considering the
context in the latter half of the twentieth century, an author
with a Japanese name in a reading list for a course in
English Literature may have looked like an oddity. It
surely looked so for a younger version of myself,
majoring in Japanese and minoring in English sometime
in the early 2000s. Coming across Kazuo Ishiguro’s name
on such a list, | started to wonder how a Japanese could
find his place within the British literary canon, alongside
Dickens, Shakespeare, Byron, or the Brontés, or even



alongside contemporary voices such as McEwan’s,
Amis’s or Barnes’s. Was he writing in the Japanese
fashion or along the lines of the British tradition of prose,
and to what extent was his writing aligned with either
side? If his writing was a mixture of the two, essentially
different, literary traditions, could it be that it was
precisely the Japaneseness at the core of his texts that
which made his work stand out? Years later, these
questions represented the foundation for this research,
which set on a quest for proving the alterity of the
Ishigurian oeuvre and ended up revealing a blend of
western structure and eastern content.

In an attempt at foregrounding the
autobiographical detail, which, in cases such as
Ishiguro’s, generally accounts for the east-west
encounters in fiction, his birth in Japan, his emigration to
the UK at an early age, and his constant fascination with
his country of origin have been initially used in this study
as so to give pre-eminence to the Japanese component in
the works of the Anglo-Japanese novelist. His success in
the Western world — from the Man Booker Prize awarded
in 1989 for his first ‘English’ novel, The Remains of the
Day, to the coveted Nobel for Literature, which he
received in 2017 for writing that “has uncovered the abyss
beneath our illusory sense of connection with the world”
(Nobel Prize Press Release, Oct 5. 2017) — alongside the
rather virulent critical reactions in Japan at the publication
(in translation) of his two first, ‘Japanese’ novels —



gradually brought the research on a different, less
frustrating path: that of demonstrating the textual
hybridity which characterises all his novels, regardless of
their setting or time.

With a view to attaining the objective above, the

study starts, accordingly, from the following premises:

Ishiguro’s writing mostly highlights hybridity —
subtly, or even unconsciously, induced
autobiographically;

He remains faithful to the western literary canon
(in its postmodernist phase), while adopting
eastern themes, motifs, settings;

His textual architectures and narrative techniques
are innovative and reveal strategy and artifice,
while his subject-matter, his stylistic devices, his
characters and associated worldviews reflect
traditionalist preoccupations;

Language is an important element to be had in
view when approaching his literary texts;

His constructions of otherness are part of a literary
strategy seemingly intended to raise expectations
of Japaneseness, quite possibly elusive even to
himself.

A logical step, albeit one that proved exhausting, owing
to thematic variety, was that of approaching all novels so
as to obtain a panoramic, though perhaps pale, at times,



view of their construction. This is why the corpus initially
consisted of the following novels:

« A Pale View of Hills (1982)

*  An Artist of the Floating World (1986)

« The Remains of the Day (1989)

* The Unconsoled (1995)

*  When We Were Orphans (2000)

* Never Let Me Go (2005)
But a contemporary writer still active on the literary scene
might prove to be a challenging dissertation topic. This is
particularly the case when, with the passing of the years,
new novels appear on the market. This happened in 2015,
when Ishiguro published The Buried Giant, ten years after
his highly appreciated Never Let Me Go. Its inclusion was
bound to deviate the research from its path, however,
offering insights into this latest novel, which has not been
critically assessed by literary scholars yet, but only
tackled in reviews published by newspapers and literary
magazines, may represent a starting point in outlining a
comprehensive monograph of Ishiguro’s complete works.

Ishiguro’s novels, though apparently hard to fit
under one category, generally revolve around dramatic,
even tragic and traumatic events in the lives of
extraordinary people, against the backdrop of equally
dramatic moments of impact in the history of mankind.
Although this has put criticism on the path of regarding
his works as historical fiction, focus is laid on subjective,
limited narratives of personal and inner microcosms,



paying little to no attention to the larger spatial or
temporal frames. The historical descriptions only
“accompany the otherwise subjective, character-based
narration, which leads to the mixed chronology of the plot
and the double-layered narrative structure” (Praisler 2005:
114). While one may rightfully say that these traits
unmistakably point to (post)modernism, which should,
theoretically at least, place this research on the path of a
Derrida-inspired postmodernist deconstruction of the
novels, in a pursuit of meaning over text and (hidden)
essence over (plain-sight) appearance, the hybridity that
surfaces as a result of the in-depth analysis hinders the
ease of choosing one critical frame or another. Ishiguro’s
handling of time in his narratives, for instance, invites
structuralist quests for order, which is why the analytical
demarche has settled, eventually, for a narratological
approach intended to demonstrate his indebtedness to the
western writing tradition despite his excessive use of
eastern elements. Although the backbone of the analyses
of the novel relies on the grammatical categories outlined
by Genette in his influential Narrative Discourse. An
Essay in Method (1980) — namely Tense, Mood and Voice
—, in many cases, Mark Currie’s updated terminology has
been deemed useful to emphasise the distinction between
narrating and narrated time, all the more so as Ishiguro is
constantly in the habit of juxtaposing diegetic levels up to
a point where/when one can no longer discern his ‘pasts’.



It is not only time that makes Ishiguro’s novels
‘Western’ (or postmodernist, for that matter). His
characters, setting and plots, though perhaps less
important devices for modern literary theory, which no
longer searches for verisimilitude in fiction, acquire
significance through their being othered, in Spivak’s
term, i.e. through their being constructed as representative
for margins or, better said, through their being margins
themselves. Particularly useful for dealing with these
aspects, as well as with Ishiguro’s subjective, hence
unreliable narrators, was French critic, Héléne Machinal’s
reading of When We Were Orphans (in Matthews and
Groes 2009) as a convention-breaking reworking of
detective fiction. The present study is indebted to hers in
that it expands the demonstration to the entire corpus, with
a view to proving the belongingness of Ishiguro’s prose to
the Western postmodernist ‘tradition’.

This demonstration of Ishiguro’s ‘westernness’ is,
nonetheless, if not refuted, at least made questionable and,
to a certain extent, impeded by the Japanese-infused
textual otherness, which, visibly for someone familiar
with the Nippon culture, permeates the fictional worlds
but also the inner architecture of the texts. For, indeed,
when shifting views and looking at Ishiguro’s novels from
the perspective of a Japanese reader, emphasis is
displaced from the technicalities of the narrative
discourse, which are indeed irrelevant to their reception as
literary texts. The Japanese practice of storytelling is
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inclined towards the lyrical, aesthetic aspects of literature.
This, paradoxically, may account for Ishiguro’s success in
the western world, owing precisely to the exoticism that
his texts acquire through the instances of cultural and
linguistic contamination which contribute to reflecting
cultural hybridisation and inviting reversed colonization.

The identification of this Japanese ‘Other’ in the
diversity of Japanese literary modes and genres subtly
embedded by Ishiguro in his novels, alongside the many
cultural, historical, literary and linguistic elements
interwoven in the narratives or alluded to via names,
events or settings has proven to be an even more serious
contention. Could his work be more inspired by the
Japanese tradition than the British one, after all? If
Britishness resides in form and Japaneseness in matter,
shouldn’t the latter be prevalent in assessing the literary
text? Aren’t his western reader-oriented constructions of
the Japanese Other actually subversive? These questions
were already sending the research on the dangerous path
of reading Ishiguro as a purely Japanese author who writes
in English for the sole purpose of acquiring a wider
readership, who actually does nothing but ‘translate’
Japanese worldviews and literary modes of writing into
English. They have, in the end, also led the study on the
interdisciplinary road of Cultural Studies, instead of
firmly settling for literary practice and techniques.
Ishiguro’s imaginary geography and history of Japan,
which he recreates from memory, readings and films, has
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been thoroughly scrutinised against the realities of actual
Japan, which was, quite frankly, a trap in which the
researcher fell, to the point where she could no longer
discern fact from fiction. Fortunately, an unexpected aid
came, once again, from the structuralist area of semiotics,
through the lectures on over-interpretation delivered by
Umberto Eco, whose warning against over-reading a
fictional text probably intended to make one do so, helped
re-direct ‘the intended readership’ back on the track of the
universality of Ishiguro’s works, instead of treading
further on the slippery one of their alleged Japaneseness.
Notwithstanding, it has been considered
significant to pinpoint these glimpses of Japanese culture,
either obvious or concealed throughout the entire
Ishigurian fiction, identified from the vantage point of a
Westerner, admittedly, but one with insights into the
Japanese culture, if for no other reason than originality
and filling the existing gaps in the critical literature.
Unreal and fabricated, Ishiguro’s fictional Japan still
bears the imprints of his innate culture and so do his
Western worlds, of which he has been a part since early
childhood. Recent criticism on his works generally takes
for granted his claims of universality or chooses to focus,
justifiably so, on Memory Studies. A few of such works
have been selected for a succinct literature review, in
order to further establish a niche for this research.
Editors Cynthia F. Wong and Hilya Yildiz’s
volume, Kazuo Ishiguro in a Global Context (Ashgate
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Publishing 2015) brings together essays from different
parts of the world, many of which were presented at the
19" British Novelists Conference held in Ankara, Turkey
in December 2011. It is a collection that reflects upon
Ishiguro as a contemporary globally-recognised writer
known both to keen readers and to cinema audiences.
“The essays here express the unique intellectual
perspectives of the countries where Ishiguro’s works have
been received, shared and critiqued. The subjects are
diverse: knowledge about self, family, and community;
textual analyses into narrative constructions of time and
space practiced in Ishiguro’s keen literary craft; and
assessments of both the continuous and discontinuous
forces of history, art, human psychology, and cultural
values.” (Wong, Yildiz 2015: 3) Hybridity, Japanese
influences such as nostalgia seen in the suicide motif from
A Pale View of Hills and An Artist of the Floating World,
the sense of a lost childhood Eden, a loss of innocence, or
otherwise a robbed innocence as portrayed in When We
Were Orphans and Never Let Me Go are all brought to
attention in this volume. Additionally, the role of memory
and art, “the reworking of popular myths, stereotypes and
genre conventions” are discussed as “a crucial part of
Ishiguro’s oeuvre as a whole, and of his image as a writer
addressing a global audience.” (Fricke 2015: 23)

In her essay, Kazuo Ishiguro's Persistent Dream
for Postethnicity: Performance in Whiteface (1999),
Sheng-mei Ma finds Ishiguro at fault for not assuming an
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ethnic stance, what she calls “hyphenated”, referring to
the Anglo-Japanese writer’s identity:

Ishiguro has so far masqueraded as Japanese (Ono),
Anglo-Japanese (Etsuko), English (Stevens and
Ryder), and vaguely Central European (the
townspeople in Unconsoled) characters in Japan,
England, and an unidentified part of the Continent. The
novelist inhabiting that hyphen has emerged in many
roles, but never once as an Asian minority living in the
West, or, to put it in unabashedly essentialist terms, in
a subject-position similar to his own. (1999 - online)

She goes on to accuse him of whitefacing his work,
especially after the release of The Unconsoled: “the likes
of the butler Stevens in The Remains of the Day (1989)
and of the pianist Ryder in The Unconsoled (1995)
suggest not only a reaction against readers’ ethnic
stereotypes generated by Ishiguro’s two earlier
“Japanese” novels, but a reactionary co-optation into a
dream world of post-ethnicity.” Ma contends that Ishiguro
renounces his Anglo-Japanese ethnicity in favour of a
simpler, wholesome identity as either English or
Japanese: ‘“the suppression of ethnicity, as any
suppression goes, is attended by tremendous tension,
which in turn is cloaked by the increasing stylization”.
(1999-online)

Mathew Beedham’s The Novels of Kazuo Ishiguro
(Red Globe Press, 2010) focuses on the reception of and
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response to Ishiguro’s writing, exploring the reviews,
interviews and scholarly essays on each novel, in the
chronological order of their appearance. Emphasis is laid
on the “skilled handling of the narrative”, fallibility of
memory, unreliable narrators, and historical aspects.
(Beedham 2010: 4)

Cynthia F. Wong’s Kazuo Ishiguro (Northcote
House Publishers, 2005) regards Ishiguro’s first three
novels as a sort of trilogy written by an author in his
twenties, but one who reaches “an artistic maturation of
vision” (2005: vii) only with the release of The
Unconsoled. She goes on to explore the “evolution of his
fiction” for When We Were Orphans and Never Let Me
Go still using the “reader-response paradigm to discuss
complex and reach themes and strategies” in Ishiguro’s
novels. (2005: viii)

Kazuo  Ishiguro.  Contemporary  Critical
Perspectives (Continuum, 2009), edited by Sean
Matthews and Sebastian Groes, prefaced by the renowned
Japanese author, Haruki Murakami, brings together the
critical perspectives of many esteemed literary scholars,
who manage to recontextualise and offer alternative
insights into Ishiguro’s literary craft on all but the latest
of Ishiguro’s novels, as well as an area not frequently
covered, namely the short stories and screenwriting.

Finally, Kazuo Ishiguro: New Critical Visions of
the Novels, edited by Sebastian Groes and Barry Lewis
(Red Globe Press, 2011) is a meaningful collection of
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eighteen essays by critics who are already recognised or
currently emerging on the literary scene, who share their
views on Ishiguro’s published work, starting with the
early novels set in Japan and ending with Nocturnes
(Faber and Faber, 2009). Views on themes universally
attributed to Ishiguro, such as history, memory and
mortality are revisited, and new perspectives derived from
areas ranging from ethics, science fiction or Ishiguro’s
musical imagination are also offered. As the editors
mention, the volume proposes a humanist perspective
insisting on the role of the reader to feel and speak on
behalf of Ishiguro’s characters. “[...] the power of
Ishiguro’s fiction lies in its ability to make us care about
the world, about other people, about ourselves. The
carefully crafted narratives invite us to invest our time and
emotions in his fictional worlds and characters. This
ethical imperative is Ishiguro’s signature. We do not just
feel for the fictional characters, but we are also impelled
to speak on behalf of them, however different from us they
appear to be.” (Groes, Lewis 2011: 2)

Drawing from these and other critical
interpretations, yet providing a different angle, this
dissertation approaches the collision between the
Japanese themes and motifs, which permeate Ishiguro’s
texts, and the western literary devices used in all his
novels as constructions of otherness in and by themselves.
Additional elements of originality are the demonstration
that the majority of Ishiguro’s novels suffer from a
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“collapse of genre”, raising the reader’s expectations by
discussing this aspect in relation to all his novels and the
cultural analysis of the Japanese references identified in
Ishiguro’s texts. Finally, resisting the allure of a
postcolonial reading that would have transformed the
critical assessment into yet another quest, this time one for
proving a case of reversed colonisation — the (Asian)
Other/ margin taking over the literary stage of the centre,
for instance — this research has settled for imagology, in
an attempt at decoding the intricate constructions of
personal and national identity, of stereotyping practices,
of alterity and hybridity issues at both the textual level and
in what concerns the reception of the Anglo-Japanese
writer’s works at home (now, the West) and in Japan.
Therefore, three approaches — narratology, with its
syntax of the literary text; the (possibly erroneous)
interpretation on the part of the reader, suggested
nevertheless, according to Eco, by the signs contained by
the text itself; and the “study of cross-national perceptions
and images as expressed in literary discourse” (as
Dyserinck and Leersen define imagology in the
presentation of their series, Studia Imagologica, published
by Brill) —are combined in a dissertation that emulates the
heterogeneity of the Ishigurian works to construct a case
for their hybridity. Structured into three chapters, which
closely follow this triple theoretical scaffolding,
accompanied by general conclusions and an appendix
section which provides a compact view over important
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details in the texts, as well as the summaries of the novels
forming the corpus, and some explanatory notes on the
Japanese terminology employed, the study can be briefly
summarised as follows:

2. Collisions of Western Textual

Architectures and Eastern Writing Modes

The first chapter is intended as a close analysis of
Ishiguro’s novels in terms of the literary devices
employed, in order to determine whether they pertain to
the Western literary tradition and mode of writing or
whether they are rather inspired by the Eastern ones. This
has proved to be a difficult endeavour, as the novels range
from historiographic metafiction to an (almost)
experimental(ist) exploration into alienation, from (mock-
)detective fiction to mock-science fiction, the last — to date
— being an intertextual reworking of the Arthurian myths.
It should not come as a surprise, considering this diversity,
that the constructions of settings, time and characters and
of the often-disrupted plots are handled subjectively,
employing multiple narrative levels, limited viewpoints
and an entire array of subjective, uncreditable narrators.
Although the demonstration points, from a structural
perspective, to Ishiguro’s constructing otherness within
the (loose) frameworks of postmodernism and of the
globalised Literature in English, the aesthetic role of

18



literature in general and the “lyricism, mood and
reflection” considered representative for Japanese
literature by Ishiguro himself (1986: 2) also come into
play, confusing/unconsoling the reader.

In order to illustrate the western influences which
are manifest in his writing, it might be important to
mention the play with chronology. Ambiguity of time is a
characteristic emphasised despite the fact that historical
markers either present in the text, or easily inferred, make
it seem obvious at first sight when the narrative takes
place. Furthermore, with the help of Mark Currie’s insight
into the time phenomena that appear in Never Let Me Go
the artifices which Ishiguro creates between narrative and
narrated time are described, essentially with the use of
verbal tenses. Moreover, the unreliable chronology of the
novels, reinforced by the classic, subjective first person
narrators creates a perfect background to manipulate the
reader’s view through the use of genre specific structural
elements, only to withhold from them the elements that
give the satisfaction of a lecture, leading to reader
frustration and a peculiarity entitled by Hélene Machinal
‘the collapse of genre’ (2009: 79-90). She only mentions
this latter practice with regard to When We Were Orphans,
but here the same grid was applied to all Ishiguro’s novels
in order to determine whether the same happens for the
rest of the corpus as well.

As for the Japanese influences of the texts, a
number of significant characteristics were signalled and
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highlighted. For example, the majority of his novels are
structured similarly to a Japanese genre known as the
nikki, specific to the literary journals which were
immensely popular in Japan during the classical arts
period.

Another major Japanese literary genre that
Ishiguro’s novels seems to have been inspired from is the
shosetsu, which set out to mimic the European realist
novel and ended up becoming an original type of novel. It
can be argued that Ishiguro’s writing resembles the
shosetsu because of the focus it places on the daily lives
of individuals and on the way they cope in extraordinary
circumstances. However, due to the fact that only A Pale
View of Hills, An Artist of the Floating World and The
Remains of the Day are considered realist fiction, it was
more convenient to compare Ishiguro’s Japanese novels
to the shosetsu, especially if one takes into consideration
Wai-Chew Sim’s view that the last two novels mentioned
here are essentially the same story: “In the passage from
the second to the third book, Ishiguro repeats theme and
story idea while changing the field of vision from East to
West: both books portray a man rethinking his values in
the aftermath of war.” (2010: 22).

The last influence considered focuses on a
peculiarity of language, namely the use of the third person
which is entirely different in the English and Japanese
languages. In some of Ishiguro’s texts this use takes after
his native language, a fact which was (mis)interpreted as
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(ironic) distance in the west. It was nonetheless
impossible to translate in the Japanese version of the
books making this characteristic of the prose perceived as
an elegant detail by westerners, completely lost for the
Japanese readership. Finally, this chapter is completed
with the conclusion that the way this novelist uses the
tools from his western literary toolkit — completely absent
from Japanese literature — demonstrates that his narratives
are, beyond any doubt, in alignment with the western
canon. Nevertheless, the interferences of the Japanese
themes, motifs and cultural references create a new blend,
a construct that is in itself a manifestation of otherness.

2. Overreading the East

Consequently, this reader is prompted to look, in the
second chapter, into the many cultural references to
Japanese literature, history, cinema, which permeate the
Ishigurian fiction, in view of showing that, despite the
structural and technical indebtedness to the western
tradition, at the level of content Ishiguro remains rooted
in eastern ground. The constructions of otherness taking
place throughout the novelist’s macro-narrative
(Murakami’s term for the entirety of the Ishigurian
fictional universe, in Matthews and Groes, 2009: vii)
bring these two apparently opposing forces together.
Although the Japanese facet may be easily identifiable
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only by those familiar with the respective universe, it still
demands special consideration so as to reach a valid
understanding of Ishiguro’s core messages, however well
wrapped they may be in familiar European layers of
artifice.

In structure and style, each novel is clearly meant
to stand apart from the others. Yet, each also bears
Ishiguro’s unmistakable imprint, and each forms a small
yet wonderfully distinct universe in itself. But that is not
all. When all those little universes are brought together (of
course this only happens in the reader’s head), a far
broader universe — the sum of all Ishiguro’s novels — takes
vivid shape. Clearly only a very few writers are capable
of creating this sort of composite universe. It is not just a
matter of coming up with a great novel every so often.

However, after having placed all Ishiguro’s novels
under a magnifying glass, one finds that the answer to the
riddle they have been searching for has been nothing more
than a fool’s errand. As Umberto Eco might say, the
danger lies in overstanding (an antonym of
understanding) which, in order to be avoided, asks that the
infinity of interpretations that a deconstructionist
approach to literature might invite the reader to, be
replaced by an economical interpretation which is based
on accepting the simplest, most available one:

To recognize the intentio operis is to recognize a
semiotic strategy. Sometimes the semiotic strategy is
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detectable on the grounds of established stylistic
conventions. If a story starts with ‘Once upon a time’,
there is a good probability that it is a fairy tale and that
the evoked and postulated model reader is a child (or
an adult eager to react in a childish mood). (Eco 2002:
65)

Taking into consideration Eco’s view, this study
tries to identify how certain elements of Japanese
language and culture can easily be overstood by
conducting a thorough investigation in order to find
echoes of literature, history, or social practises that are
present in Ishiguro’s texts. It soon becomes apparent that
the traces of Japan identified, even though interesting as a
find, are usually irrelevant in relation to the overall novel
architecture. This practically gives credit to Eco’s theory
of economical interpretation, because as frequent, or as
deeply embedded these references to Japanese culture
might be, they are but constructs based on a Japan
fashioned in Ishiguro’s imagination, and not the real
country: they represent only decor. The reader is probably
overstanding Japan in the text, but, seen in the context of
Ishiguro’s prose, these overreadings are void of special
significance and remain only details, be them used out of
a writer’s comfort as they are ready at hand, or even
unconsciously. Reading too much into them or expecting
to find a hidden message by uncovering all these nuances
is futile, as, in the end, Ishiguro remains universal,
addressing an international reader. Nonetheless, it might
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be claimed that the vast spread of Japanese references, the
language details, the names that resonate with Japanese
literature or history, all add up in a similar way to the one
in which at the level of the novel tension is created and
felt through raised expectations of literary genre; they are
all connected and aimed at raising the readers’
expectations of finding the Japanese Other within the
texts, only these expectations are again never met.

3. When Self and Other Collide within One

It is probably the writer’s hybridity which orients
Ishiguro’s prose towards representing multi-faceted
identities on the move, individuals caught between two
worlds (which, once again, invite biographical mentions).
In keeping with the later developments in alterity studies,
the third (and last) chapter focuses, therefore, on identity,
more precisely, on the mental images one forms about the
self and the other.

Naturally, the discussion on identity brings this
study towards an imagological reading grid, which is first
presented and then applied to Ishiguro’s novels.
Nevertheless, the starting point for this, due to the fact that
D.H. Pageaux and J. Leerssen invite to contextualising the
imagotypical text, is to give the details of the reception of
Ishiguro’s first two novels (set in Japan) as well as why
they struggled on the Japanese market. Because the
descriptions of Japan in A Pale View of Hills and An Artist
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of the Floating World do not match the reality of the times
depicted, Japanese literary critics argued that Ishiguro
does not, in fact, refer to the real Japan, but rather to one
constructed by his imagination, inspired by the Japanese
films he enjoys so much, and by his personal experience
from the time when he lived in Japan as a child, together
with other representations of this country that he was
exposed to via the stories told by his parents, or other
tertiary sources. As such, his novels could not be placed
within the Japanese literary tradition, proof to which
stands how poorly they were received on the Japanese
market as they were not taken seriously. Furthermore, the
last chapter is centred around the study of images, as
introduced by theorists such as D. H. Pageaux, J.
Leerssen, and G. Hofstede. The imagological reading was
considered necessary to decode the intricate constructions
of personal and national identity, of stereotyping
practices, of alterity issues, even if this too may turn into
a slippery-slope towards overinterpretation.

Afterword

In the afterword to this research, what could be added is
that firstly, there is no one grid to perfectly be applied to
all Ishiguro’s novels given the fact that he writes across
literary modes. The Japanese modes of writing Ishiguro
imports are the poetic journal/diary and the realist novel
as linguistic contamination serves cultural purposes and
contributes to outlining the other while reconsidering the
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self. Nevertheless, predominant remain the western
patterns, with a historiographic component. He rewrites
history and writes his story at the same time.

Ishiguro’s prose does invite to overreading, being
finely sewn together with intricate details in abundance,
playing upon the shift between east(ern) and west(ern)
voices and patterns. Nevertheless, despite all the cultural
references that can be found by closely examining the
texts, it is clear that these are used as literary devices, they
are tools used particularly to raise expectations of
Japaneseness which are never met, just as he uses
structural components of different literary genres only to
suit his purposes, and not for aesthetic reasons, such as a
Japanese writer might.

The autobiographical component of Ishiguro’s
writing is manifest in the hybridity which governs it
whether knowingly or unknowingly. The novelist keeps
constructing otherness in the structure of his narrative and
in the representations of identity, which together project
images of hybridity. His experimentation with form and
subject matter construct a cultural and literary other
whose value has been acknowledged by the many and
prestigious awards and prizes conferred.

Summarising, by writing across literary modes
about literary worlds, Ishiguro constructs and embeds
[his] otherness in the narrative structure and in the
representations of identity, which together project images
of hybridity. His experiments with form and content
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forward a cultural and literary Other, one marked by a
historiographic component and by subtle insertions of
eastern modes of writing, by a literary and linguistic
contamination that serves cultural purposes and
contributes to outlining the other while reconsidering the
self.
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