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A Note on Japanese Transliterations

All Japanese names are written as family name - given name, except for scholars
publishing in English. | have used the Modified Hepburn System to transliterate
Japanese words. Japanese translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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Introduction

Ero-guro-nansensu, from the English words ero for “eroticism,” guro for
“grotesque,” and nansensu for “nonsense” was a Japanese mass culture movement
that encompassed literature, popular magazines, cinema, and criticism. It responded to
feelings of alienation and anxiety that arose out of social change during the Taisho
(1912-1926) and early Showa periods (1926-1989), famously described by writer
Akutagawa Ryunosuke as “a vague unease” (bonyarishita fuan)." This dissertation will
argue that ero-guro-nansensu discourses looked for compensatory value in mass
culture as a means of coping with feelings of anxiety and distress induced by the rapid
modernization that the nation experienced in the first half of the twentieth century.

The early decade of the twentieth century in Japan were characterized by
increasing migration into cities and shifts from fishing, forestry, and agricultural work to
manufacturing and sales. Between 1907 and 1929, the percentage of the population
working in manufacturing and sales increased from 27.3% to 36.2%. Similarly, the
percentage of the population living in cities increased from 18.1% in 1920 to 24.1% in
1930.2 The standard of living also improved; between 1919 and 1922, the boom years

following the end of the first world war in Europe, consumption increased 160 percent.

' Quoted in Masato Mori, Nippon ero guro nansensu: showa modan kay6 (Tokyo: Métier, 2016), 20. The
Taisho Era corresponds to the reign of the Taishd Emperor, Yoshihito, and the Showa Period corresponds
to the reign of the Showa Emperor, Hirohito. Japanese scholars often use Taishd and Early Showa to
encompass the 1910s through the early 1930s, before war with China.

2 Satd Takeshi, “Modanizumu to Amerikaka - 1920nendai o chishin toshite,” in Nihon modanizumu no
kenkyii: Shisé seikatsu bunka, ed. by Minami Hiroshi (Tokyo: Yashima shashoku, 1982), 22.



While white-collar urban consumers benefited most from these trends, sociologists have
used historical surveys to show that even urban laborers in the 1920s began enjoying
leisure activities like sports, travel, and reading.® In contrast, traditional rural industries
seemed locked in a permanent recession, and critics like Yanagita Kunio observed that
rural areas provided labor and capital while receiving nothing in return.* Urbanization,
economic development, and changes in everyday life swept rapidly through Japan in
the 1910s and 1920s.

Women were increasingly visible in public spaces, first as students and later as
service industry workers like bus guides, department store clerks, and cafe waitresses.
The tradition of marriages arranged by the family or intermediaries was being replaced
by so-called “love marriages” (renai kekkon), and could end in tragedy, as in the famous
case in which a baron’s daughter fell in love with her chauffeur and the two attempted
suicide together after they were forbidden to meet.> Women were also expected to
become rational consumer subjects and household managers, a role which some
contemporary critics decried as establishing a “feminine culture.”® By 1923, the figure
most strongly associated with modernity was the moga or modan garu, from the English
phrase “modern girl.” She was “a highly commaodified cultural construct crafted by
journalists” and debates swirled over whether she was a mindless consumer or an

independent worker, a symbol of eros or a political activist, and a trivial symbol of

3 Miriam Silverberg, Erotic Grotesque Nonsense: The Mass Culture of Japanese Modern Times
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 22-23.

4 Harry D. Harootunian, Overcome by Modernity History, Culture, and Community in Interwar Japan
(Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2000), 4-6.

5 See Fijin Kéron, February and March 1920 issues.

® Harootunian, 17.



modern decadence or an active producer of modern culture.” Love marriages, moga,
and concerns over the feminization of culture all indicate the central role gender played
in shaping discourses of anxiety about modern life.

At the same time, new forms of mass media expanded throughout the country.
Film was initially viewed in the 1890s and 1900s as a technological spectacle from the
West and was enjoyed alongside earlier misemono (sideshow) spectacles like living
dolls, panoramas, and shadow plays.? By 1926, there were 1,056 movie theaters in
Japan. Radio reached 3,500 homes in 1922 and 24,500 the following year,
broadcasting content ranging from Western music to vignettes about modern life.
Newspaper circulation increased from 1,630,000 in 1905 to 6,250,000 in 1926, reaching
one household out of six. Magazines catered to every possible demographic, and the
number registered with the state increased from 3,123 in 1918 to 11,118 in 1932.°
Critics debated whether mass entertainment should be for the masses or by them;
literary critic Honda Hisao argued that the uncultured masses should be given
entertainment designed by intellectuals to educate them while critic Katd Kazuo thought
entertainment should be the citizens’ means of expressing their humanity or national
character.™

Other intellectuals struggled with the increasing influence of American, rather
than European, mass culture after World War |, a trend that appeared to accelerate after

the Great Kanto Earthquake in 1923. Emphasizing the influence of American film

7 Silverberg 51-72.

8 Aaron Andrew Gerow, Visions of Japanese Modernity Articulations of Cinema, Nation, and
Spectatorship, 1895-1925 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010),40-46.

® Silverberg, 23-25.

1 Gerow, 75.



imports, Marxist critic Hirabayashi Hatsunosuke observed in 1925 that “Japan had
become a complete vassal state of Hollywood.”"" Cultural producers had to negotiate
not only the development of new forms of mass culture, but also the feeling that cultural
imports were supplanting Japanese culture.

On one hand, by the Taisho period there was a general perception among
intellectuals that Japan had advanced technologically and become culturally modern.
But on the other hand, they also observed the ambivalent international recognition of
Japan’s new status. The economy was fully capitalized and the state was expanding its
territory outward; both Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905 and its annexation of Korea
in 1910 were viewed as powerful symbols of this. Nevertheless, commentators worried
that Japan was still not recognized as an equal by the Western powers, despite a seat
at the table at the post-WW!I Peace of Paris and the recent founding of the League of
Nations. For example, one columnist writing in Fujin Kéron (The Women’s Review) was
concerned that Japan would go to war with the United States, as a result of
anti-Japanese sentiment in America, the propaganda of domestic war hawks, and
import restrictions on Japanese goods in Europe and America.'? Equally troubling was
the so-called “China problem?”; after the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1912, political power
in that vast country was chaotically divided and redivided between political parties,
warlords, and foreign investors. Famous writers, including Akutagawa Ryunosuke,
Tanizaki Junichiro, and Sato Haruo, traveled from Japan to China during the prewar

period, often funded by a newspaper with the expectation of producing an exclusive

" Quoted in Harootunian, 22. See also Sat6 6-56.
12 Jonan Manato, “Nihon kokumin no zento ni yokotawaru futatsu no anshd,” Fujin Kéron, January 1921,
22-27.



travelogue afterwards, or invited by members of the Japanese business community or
government.” Most Japanese intellectuals were sympathetic to their Chinese peers in
the 1910s and early 1920s, aware that China suffered from the same problems of global
imperialism and exploitative foreign investors as Japan had a generation earlier. But by
the late 1920s, there were increasingly loud calls for military intervention in China.
Japan'’s indeterminate geopolitical position - neither seen as an equal to America or
Europe, nor as a colonial or semi-colonial state like other Asian nations - was another
powerful source of anxiety.

The Japanese literary establishment, or bundan, exercised significant influence
over the imagined community of professional writers through editing and publishing
criticism in literary and general interest journals. The most powerful was Bungei shunji
(Literary Seasons), founded in January 1923 by playwright Kikuchi Kan, while the most
visible modernist journal was Bungei jidai (Literary Age) founded by Shinkankakuha
(New Sensationist) writers led by Yokomitsu Riichi and Kawabata Yasunari, to give two
examples.' Magazines like Chié Kéron (The Central Review) and Fijin Kéron (The
Women’s Review) published short articles by cultural critics in addition to news articles,
editorials, and short fiction.

However, it was not always easy for writers and publishers to freely debate
important social and political issues. In addition to gatekeeping by editors, publishers,

and critics, writers had to contend with state censorship, which had a long history in

3 Joshua Fogel, The Literature of Travel in the Japanese Rediscovery of China, 1862-1945 (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1996), 250-275.

4 William O. Gardner, Advertising Tower: Japanese Modernism and Modernity in the 1920s (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2006), 20-23



Japan under the Tokugawa Shogunate. Many people accepted that the state had a
legitimate interest in controlling dangerous reading materials, particularly when
confronted with politically destabilizing movements from the left and right. But writers
and editors were often frustrated by bureaucrats who limited what kind of romantic
content was acceptable in artistic works, especially when the standards of decency
seemed arbitrary and constantly subject to change. The dominant literary modes at the
time were concerned with explorations of subjectivity and individual experience, and
naturally included depictions of love and sex. It was a constant source of frustration that
a work could be banned and subject to fines on the decision of a policeman or Home
Ministry bureaucrat who found a work too arousing or politically subversive.

In the midst of these trends, writers, editors, artists, and critics debated what role
art, literature, and other types of aesthetic practice had in shaping how people
interpreted and responded to rapid cultural change. Should art satisfy the tastes of the
masses, or should writers produce pure art solely for the sake of art?'® How could
Japanese literature incorporate new Western literary trends ranging from naturalism and
romanticism to symbolism and vitalism?'® And since Japanese literature at the time
was dominated by autobiographical and confessional styles that purported to objectively
depict reality, did writers have an artistic duty to live the kind of lifestyle their readers

expected and found interesting? Many artists, writers, and critics believed that art and

® Matthew C. Strecher, “Purely Mass or Massively Pure? The Division Between ‘Mass’ and ‘Pure’
Literature,” Monumenta Nipponica 51: (1996), 360-361.

16 Suzuki Sadami, “Rewriting the Literary History of Japanese Modernism,” in Pacific Rim Modernisms,
ed. by Mary Ann Gillies, Helen Sword, and Steven Yao, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009),
76-78.



aesthetic theory could solve new problems of industrialization and urbanization."” This
made the work of artists and writers feel deeply significant, despite the reality that many
writers struggled to make a living through their work.

This dissertation will examine how anxieties emerged, were addressed, and
sometimes alleviated in ero-guro-nansensu discourses. What was the best way for
individuals to understand and survive in new urban environments? How were men
supposed to feel about relationships when “new women” and “modern girls” had
replaced “good wives” and “wise mothers”? How did cinema shape aesthetics,
experience, and perception? What was the effect of these changes on one’s mental
state? One newspaper headline described a case of suicide as “a sacrifice to modern
culture,” while another called neurasthenia the “national disease.” Could Japanese
artists and writers participate in global mass culture without losing their distinctive
cultural identity? And, was it possible to turn concerns over whether Japan was as
“civilized” as the West into justification for expanding colonial projects in “savage”
nations? These questions, and the answers ero-guro writers, editors, and artists

produced, reveal the causes of their anxiety and unease and how they responded.

What is ero-guro-nansensu?
While the phrase ero-guro-nansensu first appeared in print in the early 1930s as
yet another new trendy buzzword, it represented a broader and older aesthetic practice

that sought to engage constructively with the anxieties of modern society. The three

7 Suzuki, 73.



words were not even used together until the summer of 1930, when they appeared as a
popular catchphrase in a number of newspaper and magazine articles.’ The simplest
explanation of ero-guro-nansensu is found in the original English words: ero is short for
“eroticism,” guro for “grotesque,” and nansensu for “nonsense.” Ero encompassed new
and often troubling forms of eroticism, in both literature and mass culture. Guro began
in detective stories but could include anything mysterious or uncanny; it was often
combined with ero in stories and articles focused on sexual deviance. Nansensu
appeared meaningless but could contain subversive political messages ranging from
leftist economic reform to critiques of government censorship. As a whole, the
movement used extreme representations to reveal the extreme state of modern life. As
one critic explained at the time, “From the point of view of the present state of affairs,
people call it ‘ultra.” And the form of that ‘ultra’ itself is typically modern.”*®
Ero-guro-nansensu, often shortened to ero-guro or simply one of its components,
embraced the ‘ultra’ characteristic of modern life.

Of the three words, it is simplest to understand what was meant by ero. During
the Meiji period, ero was embodied by female gidayu singers, who sang traditional
Japanese-style music and inflamed the passions of their young male fans. Later, as it
became increasingly acceptable for women to appear on stage, women began
performing music at the Asakusa Opera that was somewhere between opera and

popular songs. Needless to say, there was much discussion of the appeal of female

'8 Mori, 12-13.
'® Nii Itaru, “Modan eiji to modan raifu,” Gendai ryoki sentan zukan, April 1931, 3-7, reprinted in Ero guro
nansensu, ed. by Shimamura Teru (Tokyo: Yumani Shobd, 2005), 612-613.



singers and actresses in the popular press.®® At the same time, the |-novel (watakushi
shésetsu) was swiftly becoming the dominant genre of Japanese literature. The I-novel
was written in the form of a fictional or semi-fictional autobiography or confession,
focused on the author’s feelings and experiences. I-novels often dramatized the
author’s sexual liaisons or feelings of desire to a much greater degree than in earlier
forms of Japanese literature, and also contributed to popular and literary ideas of what
was ero. And outside of the literary realm, new avenues for erotic pleasure began to
appear. There were cafe waitresses who offered companionship and beverages, and
female dance hall workers who sold dances to eager young men. Women were also
increasingly visible on public transportation and in new Tokyo shopping districts like
Ginza; many male writers obsessed over upper class schoolgirls occupying public
space on streetcars and trains for the first time. It is important to recognize that ero was
primarily concerned with women as objects of male desire rather than the desires of
women themselves. By 1930, popular ero-guro-nansensu magazines like Grotesque
(Gurotesuku) and Criminal Science (Hanzai Kagaku) frequently represented ero with
photographs of exotic entertainers like Josephine Baker, revue dancers, and artistically
posed nudes.

Guro was often conceived of as features of modern society that were mysterious
or weird, and one of the earliest appearances of guro was in detective fiction (tantei
shésetsu). Detective fiction had been widely read in Japan since the late nineteenth

century, first as translations and adaptations, but later including original works by

20 Mori,14.



Japanese authors.?! Detective fiction was popular in literary and mass magazines. The
Central Review ran a selection of detective stories by Tanizaki Junichird, Satd Haruo,
and Akutagawa in 1918 and New Youth (Shinseinen) not only published translations of
Western detective stories beginning with its first issue in 1920 but also ran famed
detective fiction author Edogawa Ranpd’s first published story.??> The Central Review
was pitched towards an educated, intellectual, and urbane audience while New Youth
was aimed at young men in their teens and twenties; detective stories clearly appealed
to a wide cross section of Japanese society. Broadly speaking, these detective stories
often placed the protagonist in an uncanny and mysterious situation, such as finding an
inexplicable corpse or being falsely implicated in a crime, then explained how the
protagonist managed to save himself. Detective stories also offered a means of
exploring deviant and criminal psychology, and had the added advantage of not
upsetting censors, provided the criminal was caught by the authorities or killed as a
result of their crimes by the end of the story. In a similar vein, stories about violent
crimes, executions, jails, and punishments were popular sources of guro in general
interest magazines as well as specifically ero-guro-nansensu publications such as
Criminal Science. These explorations of the strange and frightening aspects of

modernity allowed the reader to feel mastery over the sources of their unease.

2! Takeuchi Mizuho, “Edogawa ranpo to umehara hokumei no ‘gurotesuku’ na teikd,” in “Hentai”
Nijydmenso: mo hitotsu no kindai nihon seishinshi, ed. by Takeuchi Mizuho and Metamo kenkyukai,
(Tokyo: Rikka shuppan, 2016), 1-2.

2 “Fytari no geijutsuka no hanashi” (A Tale of Two Artists) by Tanizaki Junichird, “Shimon” (The
Fingerprint) by Satd Haruo, and “Kaika no satsujin” (An Enlightened Murderer) by Akutagawa Rylnosuke
all appeared in the August 1918 edition of Chiié Kéron.
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It should be no surprise that ero and guro were combined in one phrase first,
since ero frequently overlapped with guro. Indeed, detective fiction often featured erotic
descriptions of murder suspects or victims. But one important author and publisher of
ero-guro, Umehara Hokumei, helped cement the connection between ero and guro. He
began his career writing leftist pieces and publishing the leftist arts magazine, Arts
Market (Bungei Shijé) while also publishing articles that capitalized on the commercial
appeal of the erotic and the grotesque. He advertised works on topics such as Edo
Period erotic books and the Kama Sutra in top papers and sold on subscription only in
an attempt to avoid trouble with the police for violating censorship laws. Nevertheless,
he was fined and imprisoned and eventually moved to Shanghai in 1927 in an attempt
to evade authorities.?®* His magazine Grotesque ran from 1928 to 1931, and combined
articles on contemporary dance hall culture with histories of exotic European criminal
punishments, and bibliographies of what he called “hermaphrodite literature” with tales
of the women living in the shogun’s “Inner Chambers.”* Mark Driscoll describes the
magazine as “the first strictly erotic-grotesque medium” since it popularized the
connection between ero and guro; after Gurotesuku, earlier works by Tanizaki, Ranpo,
and other writers were retroactively categorized as ero-guro and later magazines like

Hanzai Kagaku (Criminal Science) were strongly influenced by its approach.?

% Mori, 15-16; Takeuchi, 6-9.

2 See Gurotesuku, October 1928 and March 1929. Throughout the Edo Period, the Tokugawa Shoguns
kept a large number of concubines in the Oku (Inner Chambers). Tale from the Inner Chambers could be
both erotic and subversive of state power, in so far as they might criticize the Tokugawa government, but
were more likely to be permitted by early Showa censors since the stories arguably had historical value
and did not directly critique the present Imperial government.

% Mark Driscoll, Absolute Erotic, Absolute Grotesque: The Living, Dead, and Undead in Japan’s
Imperialism, 1895-1945 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 183.
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Umehara’s work appealed to a widespread interest in sexology among intellectuals, as
well as particular concern over deviance and perversion.?® Because his magazine was
influential in establishing what guro was, his work cemented the connection between
ero and guro which had begun in detective fiction. Other stories in Grotesque served to
expand the boundaries of what might be considered mysterious or unsettling, such as
anthropological articles on the customs of primitive tribes or an illustrated history of
European privies. These stories had the added effect of positioning potential colonial
subjects as barbaric and positively equating Japanese and European historical
customs.

Nansensu is the most difficult of the three terms to pin down. It is often
understood to encompass on one hand, incomprehensible ideas from abroad, and on
the other, comic acts, variety shows, and dance reviews.?’ Nevertheless, the apparent
meaninglessness of nansensu often concealed political dissent and calls for economic
reform. For example, a historical article about a wrongly convicted European criminal
could indirectly comment on a recent miscarriage of justice in Japan. Moreover, both
Mark Driscoll and Miriam Silverberg have argued that ero-guro-nansensu served as a
Marxist critique of Japanese capitalist modernity.?® Indeed, censorship law in Japan
drew strong connections between protecting society from obscene material and

preventing the spread of politically dangerous ideas. As a result, erotic content could

% For further discussion of sexology in Japan during the 1920s, see Sabine Fruhstuck, Colonizing Sex:
Sexology and Social Control in Modern Japan, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003) and Mark
Driscoll, “Seeds and (Nest) Eggs of Empire: Sexology Manuals/ Manual Sexology” in Gendering Modern
Japan, ed. by Barbara Molony and Kathleen Uno, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005).
27 Mori, 24-26.

2 Mark Driscoll, 7; Silverberg, 5-7.
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serve a dual purpose of titillating readers and criticizing state policy. Nevertheless, any
direct relationship between the Proletarian Art and literature movements of the late
1920s and nansensu is problematic at best, since many Japanese Marxists thought
ero-guro-nansensu was merely bourgeois decadence and ero-guro-nansensu
magazines seemed more interested in making a voyeruistic spectacle of the suffering
and sex lives of the poor than generating sympathy for their condition. Insofar as there
was a consistent politics of nonsensu, it was a categorical opposition to censorship.
Meaningless nonsense was often the direct result of state censorship. Magazines would
often preemptively censor potentially objectionable articles with blank space or with
each individual character replaced by O, 2\, or X symbol. While a reader might be
able to guess the meaning of limited redactions, extensive redactions could erase the
meaning of a text, reducing it to nonsense. Indeed, the decision to draw attention to
censorship, even without making a direct comment on it, served as a critique of the
practice. Similarly, magazine editors often presented series of photos without comment,
leaving readers to form their own interpretation of what the sequence was intended to
convey, and printed writing and art that defied a clear interpretation.

This study will focus primarily on sources that are widely considered ero-guro.
Umehara Hokumei’s ero-guro magazine Grotesque, as well as the magazines Hentai
Shiryd (Perverse Materials), Bungei Shijo (Arts Market), and the novel Satsujin Kaisha
(Murder Inc.), were influential beyond relatively limited circulation numbers.?® It is clear

from the contents that Umehara assumed his audience was well-educated; in contrast

2 Takeuchi, 204- 227. Most Japanese publishers do not give specific circulation figures and it is rarely
possible to find concrete sales figures.
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to other popular magazines, Grotesque did not include furigana, phonetic glosses for
Chinese kaniji, despite being written with many unusual characters. Tanaka Naoki
founded the magazine Hanzai Kagaku (Criminal Science) in 1930, taking his inspiration
from contemporary books and magazines showcasing modern mass culture such as
Nihon kindai bungaku daijiten (Great Encyclopedia of Japanese Modern Culture) and
Bungakukai (Literary World) that were published during the enpon (one yen book) boom
of the late 1920s. Early issues of Criminal Science emphasized true crime, criminal
psychology, the law, and forensic science before later issues featured ero-guro
elements like abnormal psychology and the science of sexual desire. Actual circulation
figures are unknown, though supposedly the September 1930 issue sold out seven
editions.*® Prior to Criminal Science, one of the most important venues for publishing
detective fiction was Shinseinen (New Youth), which began publication in 1920. It
initially targeted rural youth but later shifted focus to young urban men, enjoying a
circulation of around 30,000 during the 1920s. The magazine’s editors saw detective
fiction as an important way to address the economic and social upheavals of modern
Japan, first publishing translations of Western detective stories, featuring popular
heroes like Sexton Blake and Arséne Lupin, before shifting to original Japanese works.
There was often overlap between editors, writers, and readers; for example, Edogawa
Ranpo began as an enthusiastic reader before his first story was published in the

magazine in 1924.3' Ero-guro stories and articles occasionally appeared in mainstream

30 Baba Nobuhiko, “Toshi no jidai’ o kakenuketa zasshi ‘Hanzai kagaku’ no yakuwari,” in ‘Hanzai kagaku’
kaisetsu sémokuroku sakuin (Tokyo: Fuji shuppan, 2008), 7-13.

31 Kyoko Omori, "Detecting Japanese Vernacular Modernism: Shinseinen Magazine and the
Development of the Tantei Shosetsu Genre, 1920-1931," (PhD Diss., Ohio State University, 2003),
https://etd.ohiolink.edu/, 99-101.
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literary magazines during the Taisho and early Showa periods, including Chié Kéron
(The Central Review), Fujin Koron (The Women’s Review), Kaizé (Reconstruction), and
Shinshosetsu (The New Novel); in addition, these magazines offer context to the
broader concerns that ero-guro discourses addressed. | have included examples from
less well-known ero-guro magazines such as Gendai ryoki sentan zukan (An illustrated
Guide to the Ultramodern Bizarre) and Hentai fazoku gakan (An lllustrated Guide to
Abnormal Manners and Customs). | have also cited film magazines from the Makino

Collection held by Columbia University.

Scholarly Literature

Despite the prevalence of ero-guro aesthetics throughout the Taisho and early
Showa Eras, there have been few works on ero-guro discourses in Japan. Even at the
height of ero-guro culture, Tyler observes that “the image of modanizumu
[ero-guro-nansensu] promote[d], though exciting, is superficial or derivative . . . for the
ultranationalists, modernism was too modan, alien and subversive of Japanese
tradition. For Marxists and practitioners of proletarian literature, it was not izumu or
ideological enough to contribute to the class struggle and bring about revolutionary
change.”™? Works heavily influenced by ero-guro-nansensu have historically been
dismissed by Japanese literary critics as too lowbrow to be worthy of study, although

recently there has been more interest in works by the most popular authors.®* One such

32 William J. Tyler, “Introduction,” in Modanizumu: Modernist Fiction From Japan, ed. by. Wiliam Tyler
(Hawai’i: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008), 5.
33 William J. Tyler, “Introduction: making sense of nansensu,” Japan Forum 21 (2009): 5-6.
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scholar, Takeuchi Mizuho, first encountered the ero-guro influenced magazine Hentai
Shinri (Abnormal Psychology) while studying literature in graduate school, and on
seeing the lack of serious scholarly attention to hentai (perversion), made it the subject
of her graduate research.* Her interest has inspired the formation of the
Metamorphosis Research Group (Metamokenkydkai) who write on ero-guro subjects.
Because ero-guro was initially dismissed by Japanese literary critics at the time, many
scholars remain unaware of it today, and as a result, much of the research group’s work
is committed to presenting ero-guro mass culture to new audiences.** Similarly, Mori
Masato contends that ero-guro-nansensu is a “missing link” in the history of Japanese
pop music and emphasizes the importance of ero in popular songs sung by women.3
At present, there is a renewed interest in ero-guro-nansensu mass culture among
Japanese scholars. This dissertation will argue that ero-guro discourses are not merely
superficial or derivative but show how educated, urban men expressed, and found ways

to resolve, address, or compensate for the anxieties of modern life.

Modernity and Modernism
Modernity remains an unsettled historical topic: what is it, when did it happen,

and where did it begin? How is it related to modernization and modernism? Modernity

34 Takeuchi Mizuho, “Hentai” to iu bunka: kindai nihon no “chiisana kakumei,” Queer Rebels: A History of
HENTAI Culture in Modern Japan, (Tokyo: Hitsuji shobd, 2014), 13-14.

35 Takeuchi, 246, 299-300; see also Takeuchi and Metamo kenkyukai, ‘Hentai’ Nijyiimensé.

36 Mori, 42. The importance of popular music in modern mass culture was also noted by Ichikawa Kaichi
in “Hayariuta ni miru modanizumu to ero guro nansensu,” in Nihon modanizumu no kenky: shisé
seikatsu bunka, ed. by Minami Hiroshi, (Tokyo: Burein shuppatsu, 1982), 257-284.
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can simply mean the chronologically now or recent, and while historians usually
consider the modern to have begun at the turn of the nineteenth century, there is some
dispute whether it has been supplanted by the postmodern.*” Modernism is a cultural,
often artistic or literary, response to the experience of modernity. Marshall Berman
proposed a broad and inclusive definition: “modernism [is] any attempt by modern men
and women to become subjects as well as objects of modernization, to get a grip on the
modern world and make themselves at home in it.”® Modernization concerns the
development of economic, technological, and political institutions; while modernization
theory was influential in the middle of the twentieth century, its assumptions about the
relative development of nations have been critiqued and fallen out of favor.®® Initially,
most scholars took for granted that modernity began in the West and then spread to the
rest of the world, but after postcolonial scholars contested the teleological assumptions
of modernization theory, as well as existing ideas of modernity and modernism, a new
model was needed.

One theory to replace the idea that modernity radiated out from the West to the
rest has produced the concepts of “alternative” or “multiple” modernities, but these
concepts have been criticized for focusing attention on the diversity of the modern
experience at the expense of understanding it as a global phenomenon. Harry
Harootunian has argued against modernization theory, and more generally, the

assumption that non-Western “late developers” exist in a sort of time lag. He sees

37 “Introduction,” The American Historical Review 116 (2011): 631-637.

38 Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New York, New York:
Penguin Books, 1982), 5.

%9 “Introduction,” 631-637.
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Japan’s modernity as “an inflection of a larger global process that constituted what
might be called co-existing or co-eval modernity.” Co-eval modernity suggests that all
countries shared the same temporality while also allowing for local differences in
experience.*® Similarly, Carol Gluck argues that modernity was a global phenomenon
with local manifestations, rather than a process originating in the West or existing in
“alternative” forms. She suggests that historians think of modernities as “historical
blends,” in which a choice of historical precedents, modern technologies, and cultural
ideas results in something new. This metaphor “liberates the globeful of modern
histories from confining comparisons with an always already modern Europe,” while
also accounting for moments of historical blending in the West.*’

Other scholars of Japanese modernity and modernism also argue against the
idea that “authentic” modernity began in the West and spread outwards. William
Gardener observes that Japanese critics recognized that the modern West could only
recognize its own modernity through encounters with the supposedly pre-modern
non-West. Moreover, the assumption that the West was the first site of a fully-realized
modernity produces a tendency to read non-Western modernities in terms of absence or
lack. The works of Japanese modernist writers and artists are then reduced to a kind of
colonial mimicry, or as one critic quoted by Gardener termed Yokomitsu Riichi’s
modernist literature, “a parody written by a schoolboy.”™? Similarly, Erin Schoneveld

points out that originality has been a longstanding problem for Japanese artists. While

40 Harootunian, xvi-xvii.

41 Carol Gluck, “The End of Elsewhere: Writing Modernity Now,” The American Historical Review 116
(2011): 676- 687.

42 Gardner, 13-17.
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a French artist in the late nineteenth century could find inspiration in a contemporary
Japanese work or one from ancient Greece, non-Western artists are seen as either
imitating the past or imitating the West. Schoneveld argues that “we must deconstruct
the Eurocentric concept of originality and re-theorize it within a transnational global
context.” One important reason to study ero-guro is that while some elements of the
genre, like detective fiction or psychological studies, were directly influenced by the
West, ero-guro-nansensu as a whole has no direct equivalent outside of Japan. Thus
studying ero-guro can reveal the anxieties of Japanese modernity while also showing

the culturally specific ways writers and artists responded to them.

The Detective in the Modern City

Theorists have long associated the rise of the detective novel with the
development of urban modernity. The detective used observation and logic to
reconstruct the story of crimes in a process that paralleled the desire of detective fiction
readers to make order and sense out of modern social processes. By the 1920s and
1930s, members of the Frankfurt School writing in Weimar Germany had already begun
to theorize how detective fiction responded to modernity. For example, Walter Benjamin
described the urban bourgeois as desperate to make an impression against the

absence of any trace of the individual in the city; the detective “inquires into these traces

43 Erin Schoneveld, Shirakaba and Japanese Modernism: Art Magazines, Artistic Collectives, and the
Early Avant-garde (Leiden, The Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2009), 15-16.
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and follows these tracks.”* Similarly, Siegfried Kracauer saw the detective as
uncovering secrets and constructing a comprehensible narrative of modern life: “just as
the detective discovers the secret that people have concealed, the detective novel
discloses in the aesthetic medium the secret of a society bereft of reality, as well as the
secret of its insubstantial marionettes. The composition of the detective novel
transforms an ungraspable life into a translatable analogue of actual reality.”® The idea
that the detective novel was recreating a lost sense of individual identity or a
reconstructing a comprehensible environment has been taken up by a number of more
recent scholars as well. Tom Gunning has called attention to the importance of
photography as the ideal clue, indexing both evidence of the crime and the identity of
the criminal in free-floating systems of mobility and circulation.*® In cities where many
residents did not know each other and the state could not effectively keep track of
criminals living under assumed identities, the photograph could identify circulating
criminals and provide proof of guilt - though many detective stories complicated such
assumptions. Moreover, detective fiction can be understood as part of the system of
sensational and distracting popular amusements that compensated readers for constant
shocks of urban modernity.*’

Detective fiction (tantei shosetsu) is widely recognized by Japanese scholars as

4 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. by Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999), 20.

4 Siegfried Krakauer, The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, trans. and ed. by Thomas Y. Levin
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1995), 175.

46 Tom Gunning, “Tracing the Individual Body: Photography, Detectives, and Early Cinema,” in Cinema
and the Invention of Modern Life, ed. by Leo Charney and Vanessa R. Schwartz (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1995), 19-20.

47 See Ben Singer, “Modernity, Hyperstimulus, and the Rise of Popular Sensationalism,” in Cinema and
the Invention of Modern Life, 72-95.
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an early site of ero-guro aesthetics.”® Indeed, the “tantei” simply describes investigative
acts and was closely related to ryoki, or curiosity-seeking, stories, where the protagonist
wandered the streets of a city looking for ever more stimulating things to excite their
jaded tastes - a kind of ero-guro flaneur.*® Two recent studies of detective fiction by
Mark Silver and Satoru Saito trace the development of the Japanese detective novel
beginning in the Meiji period and ending with Edogawa Ranpo. Silver emphasizes the
act of cultural borrowing implicit in Japanese crime novels, and while he at times
reaches beyond a paradigm of imitation, his story is one of asymmetrical influence. He
simplistically characterizes Ranpo’s works as defined by a sense of inadequacy
vis-a-vis the West.*® In contrast, Saito argues that detective stories, defined by the
subject position of the detective working to understand the Other, were intimately
connected with the development of the modern novel in Japan. Moreover, these works
demonstrated how Western knowledge could be used for the good of the nation."
Detective novels were a key site of early ero-guro discourses, and their role in shaping
subjective reactions to modernity has not been fully appreciated. | argue that detective
fiction helped readers compensate for the anxiety produced by modern urban life by
teaching readers how to order and categorize city life while also delivering safe

excitement and stimulus.

48 Mori, 23-24; Takeuchi, 268.

4 Jeffrey Angles, “Seeking the Strange: ‘Ryoki’ and the Navigation of Normality in Interwar Japan”
Monumenta Nipponica 63, no. 1, (2008): 127-132.

%0 Mark Silver, Purloined Letters: Cultural Borrowing and Japanese Crime Literature, 1868-1937
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008).

51 Satoru Saito, Detective Fiction and the Rise of the Japanese Novel, 1880-1930 (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2012), 2-7, 238-245.
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Women, Modernism, and Mass Culture

Many scholars have addressed the symbolic role of women in modernist writing
and in the relationship between modernity and mass culture. Rita Felski notes that
although images of women are important symbolic figures in efforts to understand
modernity, previous studies of modernity have focused on male agents. To give one
prominent example, she observes that Marshall Berman'’s All That Is Solid Melts Into Air
focuses on a cast of male writers: Goethe, Marx, and Baudelaire. She also criticizes
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s readings of modern mass culture for failing to
see any agency, resistance, or emancipatory change.®? For example, the modern
consumer was represented as a woman - exemplified by Gustave Flaubert's Emma
Bovary. Consumption of goods became an acceptable form of female desire, even as
the gendering of consumption as female was used to criticize the commaodification of
modern life. Nevertheless, consumer capitalism also let women have individual
expression through the goods they chose.*®* Much of women’s role seems to be a
source of anxiety for male modernist writers. Indeed, as Sandra Gilbert and Susan
Gubar write, “women seemed to be agents of an alien world that evoked anger and
anguish.”* Similarly, Andreas Huyssen argues that modernist writers identified mass

culture, and the masses themselves, with femininity. He writes that “a specific

52 Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1995),
2-6.

%3 Ibid., 61-89.

% Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, No Man’s Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth
Century (New Haven: Yale University press, 1988), 4.
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traditional male image of woman served as a receptacle for all kinds of projections,
displaced fears, and anxieties (both personal and political), which were brought about
by modernization and the new social conflicts.”® Scholars have worked to recover
signs of women’s agency within modern mass culture while also highlighting women’s
symbolic role in modernist writing.

Miriam Silverberg’s Erotic Grotesque Nonsense: The Mass Culture of Modern
Times envisions women as the central agents of her study of Japanese modernity, as
well as a symbol of male anxiety. Silverberg uses a variety of sources, from fiction to
ladies’ magazines, to describe the mass culture experience of 1920s-1930s Japan. She
argues that erotic grotesque nonsense showed the vitality, deprivation, and political
satire, respectively, present in Japanese culture.®® Popular culture is important because
it circulated meaning through consumption; people formed a new modern subjectivity by
creatively consuming goods and cultural products and thereby forming new meanings
for themselves.®” The strength of Silverberg’s work lies in its willingness to take
consumer culture seriously, observing that the producers of modern culture were also
consumers participating in networks of shared meaning. She emphasizes the
importance of moga (modern girls), cafe waitresses, and housewives as key agents in
the production and consumption of modern mass culture. In particular, the moga
appeared to be a creation of critics anxious over women’s new economic power and

sexual freedom more than an accurate representation of women.%® | build on her

% Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1986), 52.

% Silverberg, xv.

5 Silverberg, 4-7, 31.

%8 |bid., 51-54.
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analysis of gender relationships in ero-guro mass culture by showing how discourses
around cinema actresses allowed male writers to express anxiety over women’s new

public roles as well as Western dominance of global cinema culture.

Abnormal Psychology and Perception

One of the central concerns of the ero-guro aesthetic was the nature of
perception. Modes of perception changed in response to the development of global
modernity. Discussing Western culture, Jonathan Crary argues that modern subjectivity
was fundamentally different from classical models. Vision and other senses were
theorized as subjective rather than objective, and classical models of a stable subject
with mental unity collapsed. New models of perception and attention became a central
concern of artists, philosophers, and scientists; and while Crary uses perception in his
later work to include all forms of stimulus, vision was particularly important.®® Looking at
Japan, William O. Gardner has observed that modernist writers Kitagawa Fuyuhiko and
Yokomitsu Riichi were both interested in the ability of the cinematic apparatus to capture
the temporality of objects and perception as well as to create a new synthetic whole
from a montage of images.®® Yokomitsu was one of the founders of the Shinkankakuha,

or New Sensationist, group, who took inspiration from Western avant-garde movements

% See Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1999) and Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On
Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1990).

8 William O. Gardener, “Japanese Modernism and ‘Cine-Text’: Fragment and Flow at Empire’s Edge in
Kitagawa Fuyuhiko and Yokomitsu Riichi,” in The Oxford Handbook of Global Modernisms, ed. by Mark
Wollaeger and Matt Eatough (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),
http://oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195338904.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780195338904.
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including Futurism, Dadaism, and Surrealism and sought to represent sensorial
experience in their art, particularly vision.®' Indeed, one of the best examples of the
Shinkankakuha'’s efforts to understand subjective perception and the cinema is the film
A Page of Madness (Kurutta Ippeiji, 1926). Set in an insane asylum, the film renders on
screen the subjective perceptual experiences of the inmates and staff, associating the
fragmented perception under modernity with cinematic montage and the delusions of
the asylum’s inmates.

The linkage between modern subjectivity and perception and its representation
in modernist works has been made by a number of scholars of Western modernity.
Louis Sass famously claimed that the madness of schizophrenia may be an extreme
manifestation of the hyper-consciousness of modernity.?> More recently, Andrew
Gaedtke proposes that the similarities between psychotic delusion, technological media,
and literary modernism are due to the form and logic of a “technological paranoia” - the
mind was reconstructed as an informatic machine, subject to the unconscious
mechanisms uncovered by psychoanalysis. Moreover, modernist writing offered a way
to manage the pervasive sense of ontological crisis through narrative. Thus, the
disjunctures and formal experimentation of literary modernism helped manage the
feelings of disorientation and reordered perception.®®* And to give a non-Western

example, Kaira Cabafas makes the case that the art of asylum patients in Brazil played

61 Shinkankakuha has been translated as New Sensationist group, New Perceptionist group, and New
Impressionist group in English language studies, all of which are reasonable translations. | will refer to
the group as the Shinkankakuha to avoid confusion.

%2 Louis A. Sass, Madness and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of Modern Art, Literature, and Thought
(New York, NY: Basic Books, 1992), 8-10.
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Worlds (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 2-10.
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a key role in leading art critics’ construction of aesthetic modernism and its acceptance
at museums and exhibitions.®*

Writers and critics in Japan also looked to madness and mental illness for insight
into modern subjectivity. During the 1920s, there was a publishing boom in both
academic and popular psychology journals and the term hentai became an important
subject of analysis in ero-guro media. Kanno Satomi notes that hentai initially had the
sense of a living thing such as an insect undergoing transformation, but then gained an
additional meaning of “abnormal” at the end of the Meiji Period, and later became
associated with sexual abnormality during the Taisho Period.®> Hentai could
encompass subjects ranging from spiritualism to studies of psychology and mental
disorders.®® Drawing on Michel Foucault’s work on sexuality, Takeuchi Mizuho argues
for the importance of discourses surrounding sex and deviance in both defining and
rebelling against power structures in society.®” While some discourses of hentai, or
perverse, sexuality did draw on Western sexology, Mark Driscoll argues that Japanese
authors did not completely adopt Western repression, challenging assumptions that
homosexuality was inherently bad and that women did not normally experience sexual
desire.®® Despite hentai initially appearing in discourses about psychology and
sexuality, ero-guro magazine publishers like Miyatake Gaikotsu expanded the meaning

of hentai to include knowledge of the strange and unusual. At the same time, Umehara

84 Kaira M. Cabafias, Learning from Madness: Brazilian Modernism and Global Contemporary Art
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018), 6-9

8 Satomi Kanno, ‘Hentai’ no jidai, (Tokyo: Kodansha, 2005), 8-11.
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Hokumei used the publication of sexually perverse hentai to argue against the
legitimacy of censorship laws he found oppressive.®® Although discourses of hentai
within ero-guro often emphasized deviant sex, ero-guro writers and editors also wrote
about experineces of mental iliness, drug use, and neurasthenia, to list a few examples.
Representations of madness and disordered perception in psychology magazines and
ero-guro writing and films offered a number of compensations for mental anxiety and
distress: the prevalence of conditions like neurasthenia proved that Japan was modern,
new psychological disorders accompanied advancement in human development, and
experiences of disordered mental states indicated new techniques for representing the

psychological experience of modernity.

Primitivism and the Savage Other

Many scholars have deconstructed artistic and literary tropes of primitivism as
well as scholarly ethnographic works and examined their role within modern culture.
Marianna Torgovnik observes that early twentieth century ethnographers and
psychoanalysts, including Bronislaw Malinowski, Havelock Ellis, James Frazer, and
Sigmnund Freud believed that primitive societies served as a laboratory or testing
ground where Western thinkers could discover universal truths about human nature and
sexuality. Ethnographic writing inevitably gives way to tropes and images of the

primitive, an Other to what the writer wants to contrast against civilized society.

8 Kanno, 142-148.
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Furthermore, these tropes of the primitive were present in pop culture sources, like
Edgar Rice Burroughs Tarzan novels and films.” Similarly, Fatimah Tobing Rony
analyzes the conventional framing of ethnographic cinema in the early twentieth
century, observing how supposedly scientific and objective representational tropes
shaped both scientific and popular films, like King Kong. She also asks whether there is
a possibility for non-white viewers to use such films to develop new modes of
self-representation.”” At the same time, the savage other was not necessarily a
negative counterpart to modernity; French Modernist writers and artists who found
urban life decrepit, inauthentic, and spiritually depleted recovered a vitalizing energy in
négrophilie, a fascination with blackness that served as signifier for otherness.” In
short, ethnography and primitivism often reveal a great deal more about the supposedly
modern culture producing them.

Japanese modernists also participated in these discourses, but from a position
that did not fully align with the West or with the societies that served as the object of
Western ethnography. On one hand, Seiji M. Lippit argues that the cosmopolitanism of
Taisho literature and culture required the exclusion of Japanese imperialism; for
example, the influential Shirakaba (White Birch) modernist art and literature journal

referenced domestic political events during its run from 1910-1923 but ignored issues
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directly related to imperialism.” But this was not true of all modernist writers in Japan.
Robert Tierney studies how the tropes of savagery and the tropics functioned within
Japanese colonial literature. He observes that the savage helped Japanese authors
understand themselves as modern Japanese, often mimicking the tropes Western
authors used to justify imperialism and deprive other cultures of sovereignty. However,
Japanese authors also saw themselves as part of a broader Pan-Asian spectrum, unlike
Western authors who drew clear lines between colonizer and colonized.”™ In addition,
Mark Driscoll attempts to theorize the role of Japanese imperialism within ero-guro
mass culture. Driscoll combines Marxism, postcolonial theory, and Foucaultian
biopolitics to argue that Japan’s power relied on the constituent energy released by
desiring, deterritorialized bodies.” In other words, the Japanese empire consumed the
physical bodies of colonial subjects in labor projects and drug use to fuel modernization
and expansion. However, Driscoll's emphasis on state exploitation and his Marxist,
postcolonial approach tends to ignore individual agency, especially for women and
colonial subjects. Moreover, he often misrepresents the content and tenor of his

sources.’® Despite these flaws, Driscoll’'s book compellingly argues for the importance of
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the colonies in understanding Japanese mass culture in the early twentieth century. In
this dissertation, | examine how ero-guro discourses reshaped how intellectuals viewed
China in the 1920s and early 1930s: initially, writers acknowledged shared intellectual
traditions and the problem of global imperialism that faced both nations, but by the early
1930s, China was embodied by images of inept rulers, opium eaters, and cannibals. |
argue that articles about cannibalism and ethnographic images alleviated unspoken

fears that Japan was not yet firmly in the “civilized” category.

Censorship and Modernism

This dissertation will also show how state censorship influenced
ero-guro-nansensu modernism. Celia Marshik argues that censorship led British
Modernists to articulate their aesthetic goals, engage in self-censorship, and include
irony and satire in their works.”” Building on her argument, Rachel Potter observes that
legal repression gave the obscene words and images in modernist art and literature a
transgressive energy. Moreover, the varied network of printers, postmen, publishers,
vice crusaders, editors, and librarians who pushed for bans on work shaped the legal
challenges and aesthetic arguments used to oppose it, with writers and artists often
complaining that the people enforcing censorship laws knew nothing about the literature

and art they were censoring.” In Great Britain, most works were tried for obscenity

pulp literature, such as the diaries of pimp Muraoka lheiji and drug trafficker Gionbou, as more or less
factual.
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under the Obscene Publications Bill following its 1868 legal interpretation; in the United
States, laws and prosecutions took place at the state level because of the First
Amendment right to free speech.” Both Marshik and Potter note that the lack of a clear
definition of obscenity forced authors and editors to argue for where the line of social
acceptability ought to be, defending the presence of sexual content in art. The
presence of obscene content could give a work international notoriety and a shocking
edge but could also cost publishers money if a book was banned.

In contrast, Japanese censorship laws allowed bureaucrats working for the Home
Ministry to ban works for obscenity as well as sedition. Gregory Kasza’s book, The
State and Mass Media in Japan, 1918-1945, offers detailed descriptions of Japanese
censorship laws and how the laws functioned in practice, alongside comparisons with
contemporary Western censorship codes for context. Though he is not specifically
concerned with the effect of censorship on modernist literature, his work points to the
very different situation for modernist writers and artists in Japan. Throughout the
Tokugawa Shogunate (1600-1868) and Meiji Era (1868-1912), the interests of the state
in banning obscene or seditious material were privileged over the rights of individuals to
freely express themselves. The Japanese constitution, promulgated in 1889, did not
specifically guarantee a right to free speech, instead specifying that “Japanese subjects
shall, within the limits of the law, enjoy the liberty of speech, writing, publication, public
meetings, and associations.” In practice, the Japanese Diet passed the 1909

Newspaper Law and 1926 Peace Preservation Law that allowed government officials

" bid., 16-17.

31



working in the Home Ministry to impose fines and jail time and confiscate copies of
obscene or politically dangerous material.® Thus, writers could find their works banned
for violating the public order (chitsujo binran) if it appeared politically dangerous or for
corrupting public morals (fizoku kairan) if it was considered obscene. Some
arguments against censorship were common to both Japan and the West; for example,
writers complained that the people doing the censoring were disconnected from art and
literature. Building on Kasza'’s work, Jonathan Abel’s study of the archives of Japanese
censors shows that censorship itself spurred cultural production both for and against the
practice. Moreover, he also observes that the archives of the censors often preserved
the supposedly dangerous cultural products that the censors had banned.?' But unlike
in the Anglo-American world, Japanese editors and writers often knew which officials
would oversee their work and consulted directly with the censors to avoid fines or
confiscations. For example, Hiromu Nagahara has shown that Ogawa Chikagord, the
Home Ministry official in charge of censoring phonograph records from 1934 to 1942,
participated in critical debates over the type of music that ought to be produced in
Japan.®? But on the whole, censors played a greater role in the production of music
and film than printed materials. Both records and films were comparatively expensive to
produce and had to be approved by censors before release. Production companies

frequently consulted with censors because they did not want to lose money on a project.
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By contrast, the amount of printed material was too great for censors to consult with
publishers individually. Umehara Hokumei, as well as other ero-guro publishers and
authors, used the potential censorship of their works to gain notoriety and generate
excitement even as the threat of censorship shaped the anti-government stance of his
works.

The influence of censorship has also complicated analysis of the relationship
between ero-guro-nansensu and the political left among Japanese historians and critics.
Both ero-guro and the Proletarian Arts Movement, which promoted Marxism and leftist
values through art and literature, reached their height at the end of the 1920s and
beginning of the 1930s. Many works had characteristics of both movements, and people
like Umehara Hokumei participated in both. Adachi Gen argues that there was a deep
relationship between the Proletarian Arts Movement and ero-guro-nansensu for two
reasons: first, the contents of the two movements were similar, and second, the two
publishers Umehara and Shimoda Kenichiro were central to both movements. He
observes that manga artists in both movements criticised capitalism, made jokes about
class warfare, and emphasized women as objects of erotic desire. In addition, both
movements came to an end with the rise of militarism and nationalism in the early
1930s.28® Similarly, Takeuchi cites Itd Ken'’s collection of detective stories, Shanghai
Night Stories (Shanhai yawa), as evidence of the intersection between popular ero-guro
and the expression of leftist values through literature.?*

However, simply observing similarities between ero-guro and the Proletarian Arts

8 Adachi Gen, “Puroretaria bijutsu to ero guro nansensu,” Kindai gasetsu 15 (2006): 16-35.
8 Takeuchi, “Hentai” to iu bunka, 256-257.
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Movement erases the complicated relationship between the two. For example, Edwin
Michielsen argues that 1td’'s Shanghai Night Stories was a conscious effort by a Marxist
writer to use the popularity of detective fiction to show readers the crimes committed by
capitalism.®® The relationship between the Proletarian Arts Movement and
ero-guro-nansensu was clearly complicated. Fundamentally, Marxist writers saw class
and economic concerns as the most important problem and the development of socialist
class consciousness as the answer, while ero-guro writers addressed anxieties ranging
from urbanization to changing gender roles in general without proposing a clear political
solution. Nevertheless, the constant threat of censorship for political or moral grounds
frustrated publishers and writers associated with both movements. | argue here that the
dominant politics of ero-guro-nansensu was opposition to censorship and excessive
authorianism, and that this interplay was made into an entertaining game by people like

Umehara Hokumei.

Historicizing Emotions

Since this study will analyze how anxiety is understood and represented within
ero-guro discourses, it is important to examine how historians can usefully think about
emotions. William Reddy has examined the work of both cognitive psychologists and

anthropologists, and proposes that emotions are a kind of cognitive translation in which
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a cognitive and biological experience is named and understood in language.® This
definition recognizes both the biologically grounded experience of an emotion as well as
the important role of language in formulating an individual understanding of an emotion.
Reddy also puts forward the idea of an “emotive,” a speech act that can describe an
emotional state of the speaker, form a relation towards or about another person, or
contain exploratory or altering emotional effects.?” A statement describing one’s
emotional state is more than just naming a pre-existing sensation; speaking an emotion
can and does shape the experience of an emotion. Moreover, Reddy’s definition is
sufficiently open-ended to account for unnamable emotions, when existing language is
inadequate to fully describe an emotional state - for example, Akutagawa’s sense of
“vague anxiety.” Most importantly, situating emotions as an interaction between body,
mind, action, and social context allows us to conceptualize a change in emotional
experience over time.

It is also important to consider both who is speaking their emotions along with the
speaker’s intended audience. Barbara Rosenwein’s idea of an “emotional community”
is particularly useful in understanding how an individual’s emotional expression is
shaped by society. Emotional communities often overlap with social communities, but
the researcher examines “systems of feeling: what these communities (and the
individuals within them) define and assess as valuable or harmful to them; the
valuations they make about others’ emotions; the nature of the affective bonds between

people that they recognize; and the modes of emotional expression that they expect,
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encourage, tolerate, and deplore.”® An emotional community does not fully determine
how an individual experiences and expresses an emotion, but rather promotes certain
types of emotional expression and understanding over others. As with social
communities, an individual may belong to a number of emotional communities, and the
relative influence and power of a given emotional community may change over time.
The construct of emotional communities highlights an important source of emotional
distress for this particular group - for example, the contradiction between emotional
styles in Medieval and Early Modern Japanese literature and Realist and Naturalist
works coming out of the West. Rosenwein’s points out the important influence of
audience and social context in the way people express emotions.

In order to understand the interaction of individual experience and social context
in emotional expressions, Monique Sheer proposes practice theory as an analytic tool
for studying the history of emotions. Practice theory is a combination of doings and
sayings; it includes both conscious, intentional acts as well as unconscious, habitual
behavior; and it considers together both bodily sensations and learned, culturally
specific acts.®® For example, the rise of romantic narratives in Bollywood films
popularized the English phrase “I love you” in Hindi dialog, effectively introducing a new
emotional expression into the context of courtship and marriage. The goal is to avoid
reproducing assumptions about emotion in the source material as well as from one’s

own situatedness when examining fictional representations, first-person accounts, and
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physical artifacts. Practice theory moves beyond the question of emotional “truth”; the
question becomes how and why a historical actor engaged in an emotional
performance.®® Emotion and the expression of emotions were particularly important in
Taisho literary culture. Influenced by naturalist and realist authors like Leo Tolstoy and
Henrik Ibsen, writers shared a belief in the significance of subjective feeling as well as
the transformative power of expressing emotions in art and literature. This was true in
the art world as well: the influential Shirakaba art journal (1910-1923) championed
individual subjectivity as the most important quality in artists’ work.®’

Indeed, Japanese literary critics have already observed the importance of
changing emotions during the Taisho Era. Critic Isoda Koichi has described the
literature of the period as undergoing a “revolution of emotion” (kanjé kakumei). He
argues that the industrial revolution and urbanization of the Meiji period produced a
deep sense of melancholy (yd'utsu), exemplified by Satd Harud’s two stories, “Urban
Melancholy” (Tokai no ya’utsu) and “Rural Melancholy” (Denen yi’utsu). Both stories
exemplified the importance of expressing the author’s feelings and the free and artistic
lifestyle of the narrator. In “Urban Melancholy,” the protagonist lived in a Western-style
house with two dogs and a wife who had been an actress - none of which would have
been possible for Meiji writers. However, Satd’s stories also reflected the melancholy
behind social change, which Isoda argues was the overall feeling of the period.*
Furthermore, authors began to make passionate declarations of desire that went

against Meiji Era Confucian morals, and later included expressions of unconscious,
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perverse, and eccentric longings.*® For example, playwright Kikuchi Kan was often
frustrated by the conflicting values in Japanese theater and realist plays from the West.
He wrote: “Watching a kabuki play, the greatest dissatisfaction is that | cannot find any
point of harmony between us and the sentiments, ideals, morals, and lifestyles served
up at the kabuki theater. Hardly any ideals, morals, or sentiments in kabuki bear
resemblance to our own. The way of living is so different from our own that watching
characters on stage is vaguely like watching Hottentots.”* The rapid change in all
aspects of life, from material culture to personal relationships, created widespread
feelings of alienation and discontent. Ero-guro discourses show how educated cultural
producers looked for positive and enjoyable aspects of modern life within sources of

anxiety and unease.

The five chapters of this study each address a theme within ero-guro discourses
which show a new way of engaging with and finding value within a specific set of
anxieties. The chapters follow the chronological order in which each theme first
appears; all five themes were present in ero-guro magazines like Grotesque and
Criminal Science in the early Showa period. Examining each theme in turn shows what
questions and sources of anxiety troubled ero-guro cultural produces and what
compensatory value they found in modern life.

In the first chapter, | discuss the problem of navigating new urban environments.

Rapid changes in lifestyle, including mass migration to urban centers along with modern

9 Sadami Suzuki, “Tanizaki Jun’ichird as Cultural Critic,” Japan Review 7 (1996): 23-32.
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technologies like electric lights and commuter trains, created feelings of dislocation and
unease. Detective fiction of the 1910s and 1920s represented an important initial
strategy for reframing the mystery of the city as comprehensible and safe to readers.
Detectives also recovered the traces of individuals, similar to Kon Wajird’s practice of
modernology, which sought to record and catalog the smallest acts of modern life. Both
detective fiction and modernology attempted to render urban life intelligible, while
allowing the reader to feel mastery and camaraderie in being part of the select group
who best understood the new modern environment.

The second chapter focuses on the perception of Western actresses as uniquely
“sublime,” or ultimately unobtainable objects of intense desire, even as Japanese
actresses could only be sublime in fiction. The sublime allowed writers, critics, and film
viewers to negotiate the contradictions of both the increasingly public roles available to
Japanese women as well as the Pure Film Movement’s aim to adopt the
representational techniques of Western film in Japanese cinema. Tanizaki Junichiro’s
stories and novels from the 1910s and 1920s eroticized and fetishized the lack of
control viewers had over the actresses who evoked feelings of desire and modern
women who defied male control. Framing actresses as “sublime” restored control over
their cinematic images to male viewers even as the limits on what made an ordinary
woman “sublime” often reinscribed traditional gender roles. In the end, Japanese film
producers chose to capitalize instead on the male heroes of sword-fighting period
dramas, and viewers treated Japanese actresses as objects of male desire rather than

sublime screen stars.
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The third chapter on madness and modernity describes the problems of defining
what is normal within modern experience. There was widespread popular and
academic interest over the category of “hentai,” meaning abnormal or perverse, which
encompassed everything from abnormal psychology to the contours of normal sexuality.
Hentai included both discussions of how to treat mental iliness as well as whether
modernity itself was the cause of psychological disorders. At the same time, individual
subjective experiences and perception took on an ever increasing importance in art and
literature, particularly through the Shinkankakuha movement. Both psychologists and
writers were seeking compensation for the psychic disruptions of modern life. Within
ero-guro mass culture, the experiences of mental iliness or disordered perception
offered evidence of Japan’s modernity and new strategies for representing modern
psychological states.

The fourth chapter shows how colonial grotesquerie constructs Taiwanese and
South Seas natives and China as “savage” points of reference for “civilized” Japan.
One common anxiety for urban intellectuals was convincing themselves that Japan was
civilized and modern like the West. The recognition of modernity is only possible
through repeated comparison with the past; in the same way, claims that a nation can
only be civilized and modern require a savage point of comparison. Throughout the
Taisho Period, Taiwanese and South Seas natives played an important rhetorical role in
establishing Japan’s status as civilized and in equating Tokyo with Western capitals of
civilization like Paris. China, however, could not immediately be assigned to the

category of savage because many Japanese writers had studied classical Chinese
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literature, Confucian philosophy, and could not fail to recognize Japan’s intellectual debt
to China. However, by the latter half of the 1920s, the trope of cannibalism was
frequently cited to reintegrate historical China with contemporary China and
reconceptualize Chinese culture as uncivilized and barbaric. By 1931-1932, ero-guro
magazines openly expressed support for Japanese military action in Manchuria.
Depictions of cannibalism and savage customs appealed to readers who enjoyed tales
of the grotesque and bizarre customs of foreign culture. | argue that it also allowed
Japanese intellectuals to see themselves as modern and to relieve anxieties over
Japan’s place in the world, at the expense of a savage other.

The final chapter on political nansensu describes how responses to censorship
laws shaped ero-guro aesthetics. The use of irony, satire, and seemingly meaningless
images was a way of expressing political critique without suffering fines and publication
bans. In particular, Umehara Hokumei used the threat of censorship to draw publicity
and readers to his journals, always escaping serious fines or prison time himself. As in
the West, the threat of censorship added compensatory excitement and energy to works
that challenged the boundaries of permissible speech; however, Japanese modernists
found this energy in politically seditious discourse in addition to the sexually obscene
expression used by Anglo-American modernists such as James Joyce and D.H.
Lawrence. Though nansensu aesthetics opposed government overreach, they did not
support the same political objectives as the Proletarian Arts Movement; however, both
leftists and ero-guro writers and publishers were united in opposing state censorship

and cultural control.
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By exploring these themes, | argue that the writers and artists of the movement
demonstrated their belief that ero-guro discourses could produce positive change in
society. They collectively created a discourse that turned pervasive anxiety into works
designed for enjoyable consumption, uncovering a sense of value in modern mass
culture. Ero-guro discourses show what specific problems troubled male cultural
producers and how they used mass culture to address their anxiety in the Taisho and

early Showa Periods.
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Chapter 01

Detective Fiction and Modernology: Unraveling the Mysteries of the Modern City

By the mid-1920s, cultural critics characterized life in Japan as an endless series
of new and disorienting trends, often imported from the West. “The big trends of today,”
wrote Yamamoto Seniji in 1925, “are radio and sports, dance, crossword puzzles, and
double suicides - if you look at how they are written, nearly all use katakana. Old
people who can’t read Western languages keep dictionaries of new words close at
hand, if they want to enjoy the evening paper or see the cinema, in English or
Japanese.”®® Katakana are phonetic characters used in Japanese for words borrowed
from foreign languages, and Yamamoto’s use of rajio (7 ¥ &), supotsu (RA1R—),
dansu (¥ > R), and kurosuwado pazuru (7 O RX7— K - JCX)L) highlights the influx of
foreign trends visually as well as rhetorically. The feeling that Japan had become a
disorienting new world was not only the result of an ever increasing popular awareness
of global culture but also the product of ever-increasing migration from the countryside
into major urban centers such as Tokyo. Atthe same time, new trends offered a
compensatory escape from anxieties over mass culture as well as from political

struggles at home and abroad. Yamamoto’s own father was completely enthralled with

% Yamamoto Senji, “Shinjyi to kurosowado pazuru,” Fujin Kéron, September 1925, 33.
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crossword puzzles, more than books or shogi (Japanese chess), and he suggested that
the reason puzzles were so popular was that the mental effort in recalling English words
like “yacht” distracted one from strikes in China and one’s own precarious economic
position.%

In a similar turn, well-known author of detective fiction Kozakai Fuboku
commented on the vogue for crossword puzzles within detective stories: “crosswords
and imitation crossword puzzles are so popular it’s as if the whole world has been
covered in checkerboards.” Despite making the comparison between the growing
popularity of crosswords and detectives, he does not offer any strong connection for the
two trends, aside from a few Western detective stories that use crossword puzzles as
plot points.®” Nevertheless, the impulse to catalog trends, work crossword puzzles, and
write detective fiction all respond to the desire to impose a sense of logic and order onto
the chaos of modern life. Crossword puzzles offered the pleasure of organizing
unrelated words into a well-ordered grid through one’s mastery of a series of clues.
Similarly, detective fiction of the 1910s and early 1920s aligned the reader with a
detective who composed a series of seemingly unconnected clues into a coherent
reconstruction of a crime. Edogawa Ranpo, arguably Japan’s most famous author of
detective fiction, often drew the reader’s attention to the highly constructed nature of the
genre’s clues and solutions. To give one example, his debut short story, “Ni-sen doka”
(“The Two-sen Copper Coin”, May 1923), followed the protagonist on a treasure hunt

full of secret codes that turned out to be an elaborate practical joke played on him by his
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roommate. Furthermore, widespread efforts to describe and enumerate the artifacts
and practices of modern urban life, most notably by Kon Wajir0, presented a scientific
approach to creating order from the chaos of mass culture. Wajird’s Modernology
organized and categorized patterns and trends in the urban experience, ranging from
pedestrian traffic patterns to the frequency of different clothing styles, and created a
rational order similar to what existed within detective fiction. And both Modernology and
detective fiction sought to recover individual agency for the urban masses. | argue that
both detective fiction and studies of material culture responded to anxiety and unease
by rationalizing and organizing urban phenomena, giving a compensatory sense of

mastery over the chaotic urban experience.

Theorizing the Detective

The detective story was an important lens for understanding the mysteries of the
modern city. It built on earlier narratives of sensational crime and urban danger.
Magazines like Fujin Kéron (The Women'’s Review) frequently published accounts of
crime as well as crime statistics. One article written by a professor of forensic medicine
used French crime statistics to show the increase in indecent assault against adults and
children in the summer, ending with a brief discussion of recent eugenic studies that
claimed different races had different natural properties concerning crime.®® Another

summarized Cesare Lombroso’s ideas that religion reduced crime by encouraging
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virtuous behavior, and that criminals who adopted a new religion were likely to abandon
their criminal behavior.*® Stories about crime, jails, delinquency, and the like heightened
readers’ awareness of the problem of crime in modern society. Detective stories also
imagined a world full of murder and theft, but allowed the reader to identify with a
detective who could outwit the most cunning criminal and restore order and justice after
a crime. This identification gave readers a feeling of mastery over the perceived
dangers of the modern city.

German critic Walter Benjamin interpreted the modern detective story in two
ways. First, the detective played with the representation of the city as dangerous and
frightening; to the bourgeois reader, the city was a jungle filled with crime, social
uprisings, and vice. However, this representation was phantasmagoric, hiding the
social, political, and economic truths of capitalist modernity while providing an escape
from its lifestyle filled with repetition and boredom. Secondly, the detective methodology
- deep observations of the urban crowd and the traces of individuals - offered the
pleasure of revealing the truth of the city streets, illuminating the traces of the past
hidden from ordinary view. Benjamin’s “theory of the trace” suggests that the ability to
leave traces on one’s surroundings is a bourgeois monopoly even as the increasing net
of control over private life requires the bourgeois to conceal such traces from view.'?
More recently, scholars have increasingly emphasized the importance of place and
space in detective narratives. French historian Dominique Kalifa has argued for the

importance of crime fiction in structuring mental topographies of nineteenth century

% Katsumi Atsuyuki, “Hanzai no shinri to shakyd,” Fujin Kéron, December 1922, 132-138.
1% Carlo Salzani, “The City as Crime Scene: Walter Benjamin and the Traces of the Detective,” New
German Critique 100 (2007): 165-189.
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Paris. The public at large found confirmation of their anxieties surrounding the changing
city as well as a way of localizing and containing danger.'®" Detective fiction was a
sensational and shocking form of entertainment, allowing readers to experience danger
on the city streets at a safe distance, and at the same time, aficionados learned to read
unfamiliar crowds and urban topographies.

Both producers and consumers of detective fiction in Japan in the Taisho and
Early Showa tended to be educated, urban men. Scholars of Western detective fiction
have observed that the emphasis on deductive reasoning and the techniques of the
detective vary depending on the intended audience. For example, Heather Milton
explains that in middle and upper class English sensational fiction of the nineteenth
century, the police detective is appreciated when dealing with lower class criminals but
his presence becomes problematic when the crime is in a middle or upper class
domestic space. This class anxiety is resolved through the emergence of a gentleman
detective, who additionally gives value to a seemingly unproductive man.'®? By
contrast, Michael Denning makes a critical class distinction in understanding detective
fiction. He observes that in dime novels read by the American working class, detectives
relied on disguise and physical strength, rather than rational deduction. For example, a
“‘mechanic” detective, as he terms it, might go undercover in a dangerous, violent gang

and later testify in court to their crimes. However, the reveal would not involve a

191 Dominique Kalifa, “Crime Scenes: Criminal Topography and Social Imaginary in Nineteenth-Century
Paris,” French Historical Studies 27 (2004): 175-194.

192 Heather Milton, “Sensation and Detection,” in A Companion to Sensation Fiction, ed. by Pamela K.
Gilbert (Chichester: West Sussex, 2011), 519-520.
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complicated series of deductions as in a typical Sherlock Holmes story.'®® The editors
of Shinseinen (New Youth), the magazine that dominated the tantei shostsu (detective
fiction) genre during its 1920-1938 heyday, consciously sought to cultivate a modern
sensibility. Though initially many of the articles were didactic and aimed towards the
self-improvement of its readers, by the late 1920s, the magazine shifted towards
entertainment aimed at young urbanites. And like other literary magazines, Shinseinen
included critiques and essays that understood detective fiction through the same
debates that dominated literary fiction, such as whether authors should write art for art’s
sake or to promote a specific political viewpoint.' Japanese detective fiction
responded to anxieties over changes in urban life by constructing an ordered way of

understanding new experiences and by recovering the traces of individuals.

The New Sensations of Urban Life

Tokyo’s denizens were experiencing the same psychological conditions of rapid
speed and frequent shock as other city dwellers around the world. Between 1897 and
1920, the population of the city itself and outlying areas contained with Tokyo Prefecture
grew from 1.3 to 3.3 million. Within the area of today’s Yamanote rail line, the
population increased 94 percent, and rose by 183 percent in the surrounding suburbs.'®

Japan as a whole was becoming increasingly urbanized during this time; between 1891

193 Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in America (London:
Verson, 1987), 122-148.

194 Kyoko Omori, “Detecting Japanese Vernacular Modernism: ‘Shinseinen magazine and the
development of the tantei shosetsu genre” (PhD diss., The Ohio State University, 2003), 52-63.
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and 1920, the number of cities with between 50,000 and 100,000 residents increased
from 12 to 31 and the number of cities with more than 100,000 increased from six to
sixteen. The central government focused particular attention on Tokyo as the political
capital and cultural representative of Japanese modernity. In 1888, the central
government initiated the Tokyo Urban Area Improvement Project as the nation’s first
modern city planning effort, and in 1919 the City Planning Law and Urban Area
Buildings Law applied centralized planning and development to cities across Japan.
These laws set uniform standards of building height and street width for both urban and
suburban areas and also incorporated Western ideas of public hygiene. The laws also
allowed for new sources of development revenue, such as betterment levies imposed
on property owners benefiting from projects and taxes on land value increases.
Nevertheless, the impersonal imposition of top-down planning did not always account
for the desires of local residents. As a result, there were frequent conflicts between the
authority of local councils and central planning boards alongside disputes over
financing.'® While the central government attempted to impose a top-down order on
Tokyo’s extraordinary growth, local politicians, landowners, businessmen, and residents
lobbied for recognition of local rights and interests. For average residents, their
concerns and anxieties often felt ignored within the rapid pace of new development
projects.

As locals clashed with government officials over financing and planning new

development, individual residents looked for ways to carve out livable space in an

19 |shida Yoshifusa, “Local initiatives and the decentralization of planning power in Japan” in Cities,
Autonomy, and Decentralization in Japan, edited by Carol Hein and Phillipe Pelletier, (London, New York:
Routledge, 2006), 28-33.
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increasingly urbanized environment. One strategy proposed by the literary journal Chdé
Kéron (The Central Review), and its sister magazine Fujin Kéron (The Women'’s
Review), was the adoption of a “natural lifestyle” (shizen seikatsu). A natural lifestyle
presented a set of guidelines for restoring a lost sense of community and social order
that seemed lost in the explosion of urban development. Philosopher and critic Tanaka
Odd’s essay,”The Psychology and Logic of Admiring the Natural Lifestyle,” served as
the lead article for the August 1917 natural lifestyle theme issue. He began by
summarizing the history of Western philosophy on the relationship between man and
nature, and characterized the current state of Japan thus: “we have abandoned the
countryside, moved to the city, become industrial workers, each of us working at his or
her factory, and so we cannot help but be absorbed by our separate jobs.” For Tanaka,
the greatest problem facing the residents of Tokyo was the loss of community and
connection to nature that accompanied the move to the city. His solution was a
reconsideration of how urban life should be structured: “today, for adults, we need
garden cities, and for children, education in industrial arts along with those cities.”'"
The term “garden cities” described planned residential towns in the suburbs of Tokyo
with idyllic, modern, and Western connotations. The idea of the garden city came from
the works of British urban planner Ebenezer Howard (1850-1928) which called for the
development of suburban towns surrounded by greenery or farmland; his Letchworth
garden city north of London became a model for Japanese urban planners. Two of the

earliest examples in Tokyo were Watanabe-chd in Nippori (1915) and Yamato-kyo in

197 Tanaka Odo, “Shizen seikatsu ni taisuru dokei no shinri, ronri,” Chiaé Kéron, August 1917, 1-42.
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Komagome (1921), built on land from former daimyo estates. The City Planning Law as
well as the Housing Union Law of 1921 both facilitated the construction of new garden
towns, while the literary community engaged in the discovery of the idyllic properties of
the suburbs. To give one example, Kunikida Doppo described the peaceful harmony
with nature to be found in Tokyo’s Western suburbs in his 1898 novel, Musashino. His
work combined Japanese poetic associations of the Musashi plain outside Tokyo with
romantic descriptions found in western literature to transform Shibuya from an
undeveloped outskirt to poetic bridge between city and country.’® The discourses
around garden cities, as well as Doppo’s work, convey the strong impulse to counter the
top-down redevelopment of Tokyo with individual efforts to find harmonious living
spaces.

Other writers such as Satd Haruo appreciated the appeal of the garden city while
noting that it was perhaps more idealistic than realistic. His 1919 story, “Beautiful Town,”
on one hand embraces the dream of the utopian garden city as a means of overcoming
the tensions of Tokyo’s rapid redevelopment, but at the same time acknowledges that
such a dream could never become reality. Satd presents an account told to him by
“Artist E,” who became involved with a residential development project financed by the
mysterious Theodore Brentano. Brentano was actually E’s old friend, Kawasaki Teizo,
now wealthy. He had become enamored with E’s painting “Gloom in the City” and
wanted his help in building a utopian community. There would be about a hundred

houses of 1,500 to 1,800 square feet, filled with only useful and beautiful items. He

198 Angela Yiu, “Beautiful Town’: the discovery of the suburbs and the vision of the garden city in late Meiji
and Taisho literature” Japan Forum 18 (2006): 315-338.
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would not rent his houses, but would choose as residents “(a) People most satisfied by
the houses | built. (b) Couples who married of their own mutual choice and who both
have stayed with their first marriage and have children. (c) People who have chosen as
an occupation the work they like best. Therefore they’'ve become most proficient in their
work and have made a living from it. (d) No merchants, no public officials, no military . .
199 In other words, Brentano wanted the sort of educated, intellectual residents who
had chosen professional careers and embraced modern values like preferring to choose
one’s own spouse over a traditional arranged marriage - indeed, his residents would
strongly resemble the readers of magazines like The Central Review, which published
four other stories by Saté in 1919."° E began to share Brentano’s utopian dream, and
the two men worked alongside an eccentric, elderly architect who had studied in Paris
during “the 1880s era of the Rokumeikan.”"" They worked diligently every night; E
made sketches of the community, the architect planned new houses with an appealing
mixture of Japanese and Western elements, and Brentano even began constructing a
scale model. But before construction could begin, Brentano confessed that he was not
as wealthy as he had implied and had already exhausted his inheritance, and within a
day had disappeared as suddenly as he had arrived. Yet neither E nor the architect

could forget Brentano’s dream, and after E achieved success, he married the architect’s

199 Saté Haruo, “Beautiful Town,” in Beautiful Town: Stories and Essays, trans. by Francis B. Tenny,
(Honolulu, Hawai’i: University of Hawai'i Press, 1996), 36.

10 “Pale Ardor” (January 1919), “Two Fables” (April 1919), “A Tale of A Flute and A King” (September
1919), “The Seaside Watchtower” (October 1919).

™ Sato, 43. The Rokumeikan, or Deer Cry Pavilion, was completed in 1883 as a place for Japanese
elites to entertain foreign dignitaries. It became a cultural symbol of Meiji efforts at Westernization -
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granddaughter and lived with her in one of the houses they had designed."? Evenifa
location could be found and financing secured, it would certainly be difficult to sell all the
houses while limiting the buyers to model occupants. Nevertheless, the idea of building
a modern enclave for the right kind of educated, non-materialist, urbane, professionals
was deeply appealing.

If not everyone could live in a newly constructed and aesthetically pleasing
garden city, many writers and residents reinterpreted the dream of the garden city as a
way of reframing their perspective on Tokyo life rather than an exercise in rebuilding
urban space. For example, in a Central Review collection of statements on garden
cities, one author wrote: “as much as the city has developed, natural scenery remains
essential. If we cannot have fields, then surround the city with blue skies and fresh air
and sunlight.” Another author made the importance of perspective even more explicit:
“More than the power of the idea of a natural lifestyle are things that call to mind
[natural] experiences; read travel logs; when you look at your neighbor’s wall, see the
ocean and compose scenic poems; hear the vibrations of a train as the sound of a
waterfall; on a thick board, build a miniature garden one meter long.”""* Similarly,
female essayists in The Women’s Review described the best places to enjoy nature
without leaving Tokyo. One woman listed what she considered the most pleasing and
natural views within Tokyo. Another described various public parks and their best

features - the wisteria trellis in Asakusa Park, the cherry blossoms at Ueno Park, and

"2 Sato 44-63.
"3 “Tokai seikatsusha toriyore ebeki shizen seikatsu aji,” Chié Kéron, August 1917, 131-142.
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the shade trees at Shiba Park."* For most Tokyo residents, the ideals of a natural
lifestyle or a garden city were best realized by reframing their own perceptions of their
city and finding ways to appreciate the public parks and scenic views that remained
available to them.

Writers similarly commented on the shift from traditional shopping arcades to
new department stores, which offered new pleasures even as they overwhelmed
patrons. The Women’s Review ran a series of essays in 1917 written by women living in
Tokyo offering their impressions of the city. Ono Michiko, a lifelong resident of Tokyo’s
Kanda neighborhood, remarked on the way the famous department store Mitsukoshi
was creating a new urban space. The Mitsukoshi company traced its origins to a
kimono store established by Mitsui Takatoshi in 1673, but by the end of the Meiji period
had expanded into a nationwide chain selling a vast array of goods. In 1904, the
company made its famous “Department Store Declaration” to customers, “we will
become like an American department store,” and thus claimed the title of Japan’s first
department store."® Mitsukoshi consciously worked to create a spectacular space
through grandiose architecture and theatrical displays. The building was considered a
masterpiece of Japanese architecture, with a huge stained-glass roof inspired by the
Crystal Palace in London. In addition to the many departments stocked with retail

goods of every type, the building included an elegant dining room and a rooftop formal

"4 Tamura Toshiko, “Tokyo no kden,” Fujin Kéron, February 1917, 21-23; Shigure, “Akanu to no nagame,”
Fujin Koron, February 1917, 30-34.
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54


http://www.tokyo-np.co.jp/hold/2008/anohi/CK2007121902073370.html

tea garden."® Ono noted that unlike at small shops, one could examine any item
without it being shown by a clerk. She described female shoppers as fidgety, not
because they were would-be shoplifters, but from the “rapture” of the store’s
atmosphere. While most people preferred Mitsukoshi to other shopping spaces, Ono
found people who were restless without an observable cause unsettling. For her,
department stores seemed to evoke nostalgia for the shopping arcades of her youth.™’
Mitsukoshi offered a new type of experience for women like Ono who lived in Tokyo or
other major cities; though it offered new pleasurable experiences, it also created new
anxieties through its overwhelming atmosphere.

Another woman, Ojima Kikuko, considered how Tokyo must seem to country folk
entering the city for the first time. Her hypothetical newcomer would be immediately
startled by the five-colored gas and electric advertising lights, then struck dumb by the
rapid movements of trains, cars, and hurried pedestrians. She used words like
“‘unease” and “dread” to characterize the experience of Tokyo’s public spaces.
Nevertheless, after a period of shrinking in fear and enduring the jeers of Tokyo natives,
Ojima’s newcomer would adapt to the city’s ways and change completely from the
people of their hometown."® While Ojima frames her essay around the experience of a
new arrival from the country, her imagined newcomer also expressed her own sense of
dislocation from her city. Ojima herself seemed startled by the visual assault of neon

lights and the noisy confusion of an increasingly complicated system of trains,

16 Tomoko Tamari, “Rise of the Department Store and the Aestheticization of Everyday Life in Early 20th
Century Japan,” International Journal of Japanese Sociology (2006): 99-118.
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streetcars, and automobiles. From department stores to public transportation, Tokyo’s
urban spaces had fundamentally changed.

The problems of disruption and shock that accompanied urban growth and
development were described in similar terms by Western writers. Ben Singer argues
that urban modernity in the West had a neurological component, “a fundamentally
different register of subjective experience, characterized by the physical and perceptual
shocks of the modern urban environment.”'"® Indeed, the ways in which commentators
described their experiences of urban change emphasized new sensations like being
dazzled by the bright lights of Asakusa, stimulated in new department stores, or
disoriented and under sensory assault. Ojima’s essay, in particular, echoed Georg
Simmel’s observations in his oft-quoted 1903 essay, “The Metropolis and Mental Life”:

“To the extent that the metropolis creates these psychological conditions -

with every crossing of the street, with the tempo and multiplicity of

economic and social life - it creates in the sensory foundations of mental

life, and in the degree of awareness necessitated by our organization as

creatures dependent on differences, a deep contrast with the slower, more

habitual, more smoothly flowing rhythm of the sensory-mental phase of

small town and rural existence.”'?°
Ojima was acutely aware of the sensory assault of Tokyo’s streets, and her description
was equally conscious of the sharp distinction between urban and rural life. Like
Simmel, she remarked on the way city people appeared cold and uncongenial to rural

folk accustomed to tightly knit social networks, and yet both believed that newcomers

would soon adapt to the conditions of urban life. Tokyo’s denizens were experiencing

"9 Ben Singer, “Modernity, Hyperstimulus, and the Rise of Popular Sensationalism,” in Cinema and the
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the same psychological conditions of high speed and frequent shock as other city

dwellers around the world.

Transportation and Mental Shock

In both Tokyo and the West, the speed and noise of trains and streetcars
frequently symbolized the physical dangers and psychological shocks of urban life. The
first all-electric commuter train was built in Tokyo in 1889. After the Russo-Japanese
War ended in 1905, the Japanese government nationalized the railways and
increasingly invested in Tokyo’s infrastructure. By the 1910s, many upper class
residents had migrated to the suburbs and commuted to work and school on the new
rail lines.'?' Many passengers found the railways unsettling not only because of their
rapid speed but also because of the new social space of the train cars. These anxieties
followed lines of class and gender; in particular, many critics worried about upper class
school girls sharing space with male workers. One 1922 account by Tachibana Ayao,
“The Beauty on the Train,” narrativized many of the most common male anxieties about
the physical and social dangers inherent to train travel.'?? First, a sunburned man from
the country loses his ticket and is thrown off at the next station. His pleas to the
conductor fall on deaf ears and the rest of the passengers ignore his plight, assuming

that the man had lost his companion at an earlier station. The anecdote emphasized

21 Alicia Freedman, Tokyo in Transit: Japanese Culture on the Rails and Road (Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 2010), 27-28, 35.
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the confusing complexity of the Tokyo train system - particularly for outsiders but
perhaps an indirect reference to the disorientation experienced by residents as well -
and the seeming coldness of Tokyoites towards outsiders. After the man leaves the
train, Tachibana turns his attention to a beautiful young woman of around twenty
standing next to him. After describing her appearance and gaze, Tachibana reflects on
a story he had read about traffickers buying fishermen’s daughters in the South, and the
tendency for hunters to prefer prey that returns their gaze.

Throughout the 1910s and 1920s, there was a significant quantity of fiction and
commentary surrounding the often-intrusive male gaze women were subjected to on
trains, and the first women-only train car was established in 1912.'2® Although
Tachibana goes no further than looking at the woman, she becomes the unwitting object
of his attention and desire for the duration of the ride. Then, just as the train nears
Otsuka, the train comes to a sudden stop, throwing the woman into the crowd of
passengers. As other passengers and the conductor rushed to help her, she dazedly
wrapped her left index finger in a handkerchief and asked them not to worry. In a
similar fashion, contemporary Western newspaper depictions of the hazards of city
traffic became a “dominant dystopic motif;” sensational newspapers dramatized tragic
accidents and published graphic illustrations of the dangers of mechanized
transportation in crowded cities.'* Though the woman was not seriously injured, her
experience in Tachibana’s account solidifies the impression of trains as inherently

dangerous spaces, and if the reader had any doubt as to the editor’s impressions, the

23 Freedman, 30, 45-46, 56.
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story ran as part of a special section entitled “Blood-curdling Stories.” Other authors
shared Tachibana’s belief that trains represented physical and sexual danger; for
example, Tayama Katai’'s short story “The Girl Fetish” follows a thirty-six-year-old
married office worker whose obsessive staring at schoolgirls on his commute resulted in
a gruesome death by falling from the crowded train car onto the tracks below.'?® Trains
exemplified a public space where physical dangers, such as injury in a rail accident, and
social dangers, like a man gazing intrusively at a young woman, were equally
threatening.

By the 1910s, it was clear to ordinary residents and popular writers alike that
Tokyo had fundamentally changed; the question then became how to understand and
adapt to the new environment. Many Western critics writing about modernity have
argued that popular entertainment and mass culture offered a compensatory
sensationalism, allowing urban residents to cope with the shocks of modern life by
recreating intense shocks in a safely fictional environment.'?® In this context, detective
stories offered the shock of gruesome corpses, terrifying criminals, and suspenseful
environments alongside detectives who were uniquely capable of guiding readers

through the twists and turns of the modern metropolis.

125 See Freedman, Chapter 1, 27-67.

126 Ben Singer describes the critical discourse surrounding a need for compensatory sensationalism to
overcome the experience of shock in modern Western culture in his essay “Modernity, Hyperstimulus, and
the Rise of Popular Sensationalism,” 72-100.
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“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and the Birth of the Urban Detective

Edgar Allan Poe is widely credited with being the founder of detective fiction, and
his 1841 story “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” the first detective story. The narrator
and his friend, Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin, read about the murder of Madame
L’Espanye and her daughter in a fourth-floor room. The murder appeared impossible
because passers-by heard the women’s screams and rushed up the only staircase to
find the door locked from the inside. Madame L'Espanye’s head had been nearly
severed by a razor and her body thrown into the courtyard, while the daughter’s body
had been shoved upside-down into a narrow chimney. Strangest of all, four thousand
francs in gold had been left in the middle of the floor. The police and newspapers could
not adequately explain who had committed the murder and why - the money was left in
the room, and the women did not have any enemies with reason to commit such
violence. After a careful examination of the room and the witnesses’ statements, Dupin
applies his “peculiar analytic ability” to the problem, realizing that the culprit had to have
escaped out a window that only appeared to have been nailed shut and that the culprit
is not human, but an orangutan which had escaped from a sailor intending to sell it."?’

“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” defined many conventions of the detective
genre. The most important quality of a detective was a deep understanding of logical
reasoning and modern life. Since the police usually serve as a foil to the detective,
representing people who do not understand modernity and therefore cannot solve the

mystery, the detective is usually not a formal member of the police force or if he is a

127 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” in The Unabridged Edgar Allan Poe (Philadelphia,
PA: Courage Books, 1997), 655-684.
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member, then he is one considered eccentric or unconventional by his peers. Like
Dupin, the detective need not be a professional detective but often has a background fit
for the study of the modern, such as a doctor, reporter, or an idle intellectual. Poe’s
device of having a companion narrate the story and Dupin’s reasoning was widely
imitated; two of the most famous examples are Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes
and John Watson and Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot and Captain Hastings. Dupin
was also a pioneer of what Poe’s narrator termed “ratiocination,” or using reason to
uncover the truth behind events. He alone noticed that one of the windows in the room
was not actually locked, and that strange animal hairs were mixed with a torn-out hank
of the victims’ hair. The narrative of many detective stories turns on the single
significant clue whose significance is only recognized by the detective. Finally, “The
Murders in the Rue Morgue” was the first locked room mystery, where it is the setting of
the crime that makes the crime appear impossible. In Poe’s story, the room was located
on the fourth floor and locked from the inside; furthermore, withesses were racing up the
stairs in response to the womens’ screams and the windows initially appeared locked
from the inside. Naturally, the frequent invocation of conventions in detective fiction
makes it tempting to dismiss the genre as derivative or clichéd; however, what is
important, especially in early twentieth century detective fiction, is how an author
chooses to follow or subvert readers’ expectations.

Detective stories, or tantei shosetsu, became popular in Japan in the 1880s
through translations of popular works from the West and by the turn of the century many

Japanese authors were utilizing the detective framework in their own works. By the
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1910s and 1920s, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” was widely known by authors and
audiences in Japan. Not only was it referenced in the press, but two of Japan’s most
popular detective fiction authors at the time, Okamoto Kidé and Edogawa Ranpo,
published variations on Poe’s basic framework.'?® Edogawa Ranpo is the pen name of
Hirai Taro (1894-1965). He chose the name by matching Japanese kanji to the sounds
of Edgar Allan Poe, and the meaning might be taken as “disordered wandering along
the Edo River.”’?® The story established many of the conventions of the detective genre,
including the relationship between the detective story and modern urban spaces.
Moreover, detective fiction as a genre showed how Western knowledge could be used
for the good of the nation, while also suggesting a productive role for the growing
numbers of underemployed college educated intellectuals. During the Meiji Era
(1868-1912), government officials and public intellectuals promoted education as the
path to national, as well as personal, advancement, but by the 1910s and 1920s, there
were many high school and college educated men who were unable to obtain the
well-compensated jobs they had been led to expect.”*® Thus, Poe’s detective story
served as a literary model for Japanese writers to explore both the mysteries of the
urban unconscious and the influence, good and bad, of Western knowledge.

In fact, detective fiction did not need to be set in a modern city to have its effect.

Okamoto Kido was the author of a number of popular stories about the adventures of

128 For one example, see “The Monkey in the Dormitory.” The story describes how a duke’s escaped pet
monkey terrorized a female student on a school trip and explicitly compared the incident to Poe’s story.
Sekiguchi Rydzan, “ Kishukusha no saru,” Fujin Kéron, September 1922, 83-86.
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(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008), 134.
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Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2012), 7-11.
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Inspector Hanshichi, a nineteenth century Edo police detective; one story, “The Mystery
of the Fire Bell,” closely followed the outline of “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.”™®’
This framing allowed Okamoto to explore what had - and had not - changed during the
course of Tokyo’s modernization. Hanshichi is brought into an Edo neighborhood block
to find out who has been ringing the fire bell and committing other acts of petty mischief,
such as terrifying a local geisha and stealing laundry from clotheslines. Like Poe’s
Dupin, Hanshichi’s acute powers of observation, in this case, noticing the claw marks on
the tower of the fire bell, lead him to the culprit, an escaped side-show monkey."*? What
is interesting about Okamoto’s story is the contrast it offers to Poe’s urban dystopia. His
escaped monkey commits pranks, not murders. A falsely accused apprentice becomes
a hero at the end of the story by helping Hanshichi capture the monkey, and there are
no hard feelings between him and the other residents. If Poe’s story is a vicarious
enactment of urban danger, then Okamoto’s story comforts the reader by demonstrating
that there is no danger at all; if urban mysteries existed in the Edo period, then why be

afraid of Tokyo’s mysteries now - especially since Edo’s mysteries were never truly

131 Okamoto Kidé was the pen name of Okamoto Keiji. His father, Okamoto Keisuke, had been a
low-ranking samurai serving as a translator in the days of the Tokugawa Shogunate, and though a
decline in his family’s fortunes left him without money for college, he gained a solid command of English
from his father and began working as a journalist. By the 1910s and 1920s, he had become a successful
playwright and fiction author. Though he preferred writing historical plays, his most popular works were
his short stories about Inspector Hanshichi. He cited Sherlock Holmes as his main inspiration but believed
setting his Inspector Hanshichi stories in Edo would keep them from feeling too derivative; eventually, like
Arthur Conan Doyle, his fictional detective overshadowed his other more literary works. Serialized
between 1917 and 1935, the stories were framed as the 1890s recollections of Hanshichi. lan
MacDonald, “Introduction,” in The Casebook of Inspector Hanshichi: Detective Stories of Old Edo by
Okamoto Kidd and translated by lan MacDonald, (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2007), xiii-xxx.
132 Okamoto Kidd, “The Mystery of the Fire Bell,” translated by lan MacDonald in The Casebook of
Inspector Hanshichi: Detective Stories of Old Edo, 128-152.
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dangerous to the innocent. Okamoto’s Inspector Hanshichi showed readers that they
need not fear urban modernity.

In contrast, the fiction of Edogawa Ranpo explored the darkest corners of urban
life while also critiquing Western epistemology. His pen name alluded to his
acknowledgement of the Western detective tradition as well as his interest in developing
an understanding of the city of Tokyo. His career as a writer began when he submitted
his story “Ni-sen doka” (“The Two-sen Copper Coin”, May 1923) to the magazine
Shinseinen (New Youth), where it was received with much excitement by the editor,
Morishita Uson, and detective fiction enthusiast and author Kozakai Fuboku. Both
admired Ranpo’s clever construction of a series of codes and puzzles within the
narrative. At the same time, other contemporaries like Hirabayashi Hatsunosuke
acknowledged Ranpo’s skill in constructing analytic and scientific puzzles while also
criticizing his increasing focus on the perverse and deviant aspects of human nature.
This discourse led later Japanese critics to focus on the shift in Ranpo’s work from
“healthy” and “scientific” stories, focusing on logical reasoning and scientific knowledge
like “The Two-sen Copper Coin,” to “unhealthy” or “perverse” detective fiction during the
mid-1920s, like Ranpo’s story “Ningen isu” (“The Human Chair,” October 1925). “The
Human Chair” is presented as a confessional letter written to a woman by a master
furniture maker who lives in a hollow section of a sofa in a hotel lobby and positions his
body so that the people sitting on the sofa will be as comfortable as possible; this sofa
was later purchased by her husband for her house and at the end of the letter, the

furniture first confesses his love for her then claims the entire letter was intended as a
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writing exercise.' Critics like Hirabayashi preferred Ranpo’s work that followed the
genre conventions of detective fiction to stories where he abandoned the detective
structure altogether in favor of exploring perverse desires. Yet as Satoru Saito argues,
emphasizing the dualism between healthy and deviant stories overlooks Ranpo’s larger
“epistemological project” that questions the rational methodology of the detective and
indeed the possibility of holding “objective” knowledge about the criminal.”** Many of
Ranpo’s early stories considered the problem of constructing knowledge about modern
urban life, revealing the constructed nature of the internal logic of detective fiction while
also demonstrating the essential modernity of Japanese cities, especially Tokyo.
Ranpo’s 1925 story, “The D-saka Murder Incident,” consciously follows much of
Poe’s framework, but like Okamoto’s version, offers insight into Tokyo’s experience of
urban modernity in its differences. D-saka likely stood in for Dango-zaka, a hill in
Tokyo’s Sendagi district, where most residents lived and worked in a nagaya, a long
building divided into many shops and residences with individual entrances.™® Ranpo’s
unnamed narrator is introduced as an unemployed recent graduate who observes the
urban crowd each day from the window of a coffee shop; his friend, Akechi Kogoro, is
an eccentric intellectual, much like Poe’s Auguste Dupin. The two stumble on the body
of the neighborhood bookseller’s wife, who had been strangled, and Akechi calls the
police while the narrator guards the scene. The murder quickly takes on an air of

impossibility, as the tight living conditions of the bookstore’s building make it impossible

133 Edogawa Ranpo, “Ningen isu,” in Ningen isu: Edogawa ranpo besuto serekushon (Tokyo: Kadokawa
Shoten, 2009), 5-32.

134 Saito, 235-240; Silver, 136.

135 Silver, 158-159.
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for the murderer to have escaped without being noticed by one of the other residents -
an ice cream seller would have seen if the murderer had escaped through the alley
behind the bookstore, witnesses in neighboring stores and residences would have
heard if he left through their buildings, and even the candy store owner who was playing
a shakuhachi flute on the roof did not see anyone escaping from the bookstore.”® Even
though traditional architectural styles in Japan would seem to preclude a locked room in
the style of Poe, Ranpo uses Tokyo’s architecture to effectively construct a locked-room
mystery without an actual locked room. And Ranpo himself clearly frames the D-saka
murder as part of the tradition of Western locked room narratives. His narrator
observes that “it is often said that with Japanese architecture, the sort of intricate crimes
in foreign detective stories do not occur, but | don’t think that’s true at all, because there
are cases like this one” and directly refers to Poe’s story as well as Arthur Conan

’ 1]

Doyle’s “The Speckled Band.”'®” Mark Silver argues that “these comparisons, by so
conspicuously identifying Western precedents as the measuring standards for the
genre, implicitly underline what the story in effect constructs as its own secondary and
derivative status.”'*® However, this misunderstands the point of Ranpo’s references.
“The Murders on the Rue Morgue” could only happen in a modern city where strangers
live in close quarters and witnesses are both present and able to confirm the absence of

any obvious suspect. By demonstrating that a qualitatively similar mystery is possible in

Tokyo, Ranpo is asserting that Tokyo is as much a modern city as Paris, and that

1% Edogawa Ranpo, “D-saka no satsujin jiken,” in D-saka no Satsujin Jiken, (Tokyo: Ségensha, 1987),
29-44.

37 Edogawa 47; translation from Silver, 160.

138 Silver, 160.
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Japanese detective fiction is no less modern than stories by Western authors. The
paper shoji walls and wooden construction of Japanese-style buildings may have lacked
the modern aura of Western-style buildings like the Mitsukoshi Department Store in
Ginza or the Rokumeikan, but Ranpo’s story shows that Japanese architecture is no
less capable of hosting a modern locked-room mystery.

At the same time, Ranpo also uses “The D-Saka Murder Incident” to undercut the
ratiocentric logic of detective stories. The narrator becomes convinced that Akechi is
the murderer based on a series of seemingly logical deductions. He had known the
bookstore owner’s wife during elementary school, but had not mentioned it until after the
murder. One eyewitness said the killer was wearing a black yukata while another said
the killer was wearing a white yukata - Akechi often wore a yukata with wide black and
white stripes that could appear as either color if seen through a screen at the back of
the store. Only Akechi’s fingerprints were found on the light switch in the room with the
victim. Some of his prints should naturally be on the switch since he turned it on when
he discovered the body with the narrator, but parts of the murderer’s prints should still
be visible beneath Akechi’s prints. Akechi would know when the bookseller would be
away from the store, and if he went to the neighboring soba shop, he could easily slip
out the back of the soba shop and into the back of the bookseller’s store. Since he
often ate at the soba shop, nobody would pay any attention to him."*° By the
conventional logic of detective fiction, the narrator rightly assumed Akechi murdered the

woman. However, Akechi offers plausible reasons for each point of evidence. He had

139 Edogawa, 50-54.
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not recognized the woman until after the murder, because he had not seen her since
elementary school. When he turned on the lights after finding the body, he was
extremely flustered and thought it was a different type of light switch, accounting for the
many prints. Akechi also used Hugo Munsterberg’s recent studies on the unreliability of
eyewitness testimony to show that the two eyewitnesses were likely misremembering
the color of the kimono.™°

But if all of the conventional evidence is flawed, then what is the detective left
with? Akechi focused instead on the psychology of the case, and by interviewing local
residents about the bookseller’s wife, discovered that she was having a
sadomasochistic affair with the soba shop’s owner. As he explains his conclusions to
the narrator, the two men look out the window and see the soba shop’s owner
confessing to the police.™' The rational logic of detective fiction implicates the wrong
man, but asking the right questions about non-rational desire leads the murderer to
confess. Ranpo had made similar critiques of the overdetermined logic of detective
fiction in his first published story, “The Two-sen Copper Coin.” The series of codes and
deductions in search of a supposed treasure is an elaborate joke played by the
protagonist’'s roommate. Similarly, in “A Cloud of Ashes” (“Haikagura,” 1926), a man
shoots his friend and ultimately implicates himself by laying an elaborate series of clues

he believes will conceal his guilt.'*? Ranpo’s twist ending gives his version of “The

140 Edogawa, 58-64.

41 Edogawa, 65-66.

42 Edogawa Ranpo, “The Two-sen Copper Coin,” trans. by Jeffrey Angles, in Modanizumu: Modernist
Fiction from Japan, 1913-1938, ed. by William Jefferson Tyler, (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press,
2008), 270-289; Edogawa Ranpo, “Haigakura,” in Hito de nashi no koi (Tokyo: Sogensha, 1995),
138-164.
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Murders in the Rue Morgue” a very different meaning from Poe’s story. He
demonstrates that Tokyo is as capable of hosting a closed-room murder as Paris or
London and that the city is home to educated intellectuals capable of rational deduction
while simultaneously calling into question the exclusive ability of ratiocenation to deduce
the events of a crime outside the carefully constructed diagetic world of detective fiction.
Arguably, Akechi Kogoro understands the modern urban mystery even better than
Auguste Dupin, since he knows not only the techniques of deduction but also their
limitations.

Then, in a subsequent story, Ranpo inverts the paradigm of the detective who
understands and explains the mysteries of the modern city by allowing the murderer
himself to narrate his deeds in “The Red Room” (“Akai heya,” 1925). By taking the
viewpoint of a confessed murderer, Ranpo shows how understanding the logic of
detective fiction - and along with it the underlying order of the city - can be used to
indulge one’s desire for compensatory stimulation without being caught. The story is
set in an exclusive club for Tokyo’s most decadent and depraved intellectuals. A new
member, Mr. T, describes his unsatisfying life of “magnificent luxury” and “bloody
games,” participating in spirit summonings and sex games, watching obscene pictures,
visiting prisons and mental hospitals, and observing autopsies. Yet none of this
satisfied his need for greater and greater stimulus (shigeki) - until he discovered the
game of murder: “but already, those commonplace stimuli no longer make my heart
race, and the magnificent games of this world only offer a slight feeling of dread, but

now | have discovered the circumstances of one more amusement, and have become
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completely absorbed in its pleasure . . . | am a murderer.”™** Mr. T discovers in murder
what seems to be a compensatory antidote to the crushing boredom of modern life. His
technique is to use his superior knowledge of the city to indirectly and without inciting
suspicion caused the deaths of less savvy denizens. Mr. T’s first murder occurred when
a driver who had hit a pedestrian asked him for directions to the nearest surgery. He
instructed him to go to the incompetent Dr. M’s office, where the victim died, instead of
the equally close and highly regarded Dr. K. Morally, Mr. T considered his actions
murder because he decided the fate of the old man hit by the car.’** He also killed an
old woman from the country by not yelling “danger!” as she was attempting to cross a
set of busy train tracks. Gradually he became more bold, killing a stubborn blind
masseur by warning him away from a hole made by subway construction while knowing
that his stubborn nature would lead to him doing the opposite of what he was told. Mr. T
even goaded a young boy into peeing on a live electrical wire and electrocuting himself.
His greatest success was when he killed seventeen people in a train derailment on the
Chto Line. He scouted for the perfect location, then caused some rocks to roll onto the
tracks from a nearby walking path just in front of a train.™* The common thread of all
these deaths - and Mr. T says that he never killed in the same way twice - is that Mr. T
understands the dangers of the city better than anyone else. Furthermore, in each case
he used the pretense of being a helpful and concerned citizen, or at least an innocent
bystander, to avoid any personal risk to himself. Not only did he understand urban

hazards like trains and electricity, but he also knew how to avoid any blame from the

143 Edogawa Ranpo, “Akai heya,” in D-saka no Satsujin Jiken, (Tokyo: Sgensha, 1987), 70-71.
44 |bid., 74-75.
145 |bid., 77-81,87-89.
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police or other witnesses. Thus, Mr. T’s story was both terrifying and instructive; even
as his confession may have frightened his audience it also showed them how to avoid
being murdered by someone employing his methods. He was the perfect criminal
counterpart to the detective, using his superior knowledge of the city to commit murder
rather than uncover murderers.

Nevertheless, “The Red Room,” like the “The D-Saka Murder Incident,” was
fundamentally a safe form of modern stimulus. After narrating his crimes, Mr. T
pretends to shoot a young waitress, explaining that the gun he brought is only a toy, and
has her shoot him. He collapses to the ground in a pool of blood. The waitress sobs,
while the other club members plan how they will explain Mr. T’s death to police. But
then, Mr. T begins speaking again and explains that his story and “death” were nothing
but an elaborate, exciting prank - the gun was a toy after all, and the blood was fake as
well.’® Just as Ranpo’s fiction offered exciting thrills for the reader without genuine
danger, Mr. T’s fictional murder confession and trick gun was a source of entertaining
stimulus for the jaded men of the Red Room.

Ranpo frequently used the narrative device of an elaborate prank revealed at the
end to explore the terrors of modern life. Throughout “The Red Room,” the reader
encounters potentially frightening moments in the city, such as a downed electrical wire
or a train accident. But since the end of the story emphasizes that these dangers were
never actualized within the narrative, let alone outside it, the reader can enjoy a

momentary thrill of danger while containing their anxieties surrounding that danger.

146 |bid., 91-96.
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Ranpo returned to the device of the joke or prank when confronting and containing a
common anxiety. To give another example, in “One person, two roles,” a man leaves
his home and creates a new identity, then returns and becomes his wife’s “lover;” the
narrator reveals at the end that the wife and the man’s friends knew the truth and were
merely humoring him."" Thus, the fear that one’s wife is having an affair is reduced to a
wife indulging an eccentric desire. Stories like “The Red Room” explained to readers
how a murderer could use his superior knowledge of the city to kill with impunity while

simultaneously containing fears of being killed in such a fashion.

Recovering Traces of Identity

Detective fiction also addressed anxieties surrounding the place of the individual
within the urban masses. For example, Poe’s “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” a sequel to
“The Murders on the Rue Morgue” again featuring Dupin and the unnamed narrator,
focuses on identifying a body which was presumed to be that of Marie Roget who had
disappeared four days before it was found in the Seine. Dupin uses newspaper articles
to deduce whether the body could definitely be identified as Marie Roget, then traces
the movements of Roget and her suitor, Jacques St. Eustace, in the time leading to her

disappearance.'® This story is one of the earliest examples of detective fiction that

4T Edogawa Ranpo, “Hitori futayaku,” in Hito de nashi no koi (Tokyo: Sgensha, 1995), 30-41. This story
also responds to men’s anxieties around women'’s changing roles in society; in particular, the increasing
importance of romantic love over traditionally arranged marriages and women'’s newfound freedom and
economic independence. See Chapter 2 for further discussion.

148 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” in Tales of Mystery, Imagination, and Humor: and
Poems (London: Henry Vizetelly, 1852), 122-174.
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demonstrates the problem of identifying an individual within the anonymous urban
masses. It also establishes the trope of the detective who solves crimes by following
the traces left by individuals, an idea developed by Walter Benjamin in his writing on
crime fiction. Later, as Tom Gunning argues, photography became the ultimate modern
clue, since it directly supplied evidence about what it depicted and allowed immediate
recognition of the object while being detached from the object in time and space. In
criminology, a photograph could be the evidence of a crime or used in the identification
of a criminal; both aspects appeared frequently in detective fiction."® Photography
appeared to be the perfect modern tool to solve the problem of identifying both criminal
and victim within the urban masses.

Ranpo played with photography as a means of identifying an individual and as a
way of establishing guilt in his short story “The Actor with a Thousand Faces.” The
narrator begins by recalling how he and his friend R, a newspaper reporter, always liked
stories about the strange and mysterious; in a nod to the long history of such tales in
Japan, he opens by summarizing a story from Ueda Akinari’s famous collection, Ugetsu
Monogatari (Tales of Moonlight and Rain, 1776). The narrator then recalls how he and
R went to the theaters in Asakusa and saw a play starring an actor billed as “The Actor
with a Thousand Faces.” The play was a detective story, acted in the Western style,
making it more appealing to the two friends than Japanese kabuki-style play. The lead
actor appeared in roles ranging from women to old men and astonished the two by

switching rapidly between disguises. The narrator even questioned whether it was a

4% Tom Gunning, “Tracing the Individual Body: Photography, Detectives, and Early Cinema,” in Cinema
and the Invention of Modern Life, ed. by. Vanessa Schwartz and Leo Charney (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1995), 20
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number of actors creating the effect, until R pointed out that the actor always had the
same timber of voice despite his uncanny ability to vary his facial features. The two
walked back to R’s room, where R showed the narrator an old article from his
newspaper describing a series of gruesome corpse robberies at a Buddhist temple; only
the heads of the corpses had been stolen and the culprit was never caught. He also
handed the narrator a photograph showing an old woman, with the name of one victim
of the grave robbing crime on the back. The two pieces of seemingly true evidence
convinced the narrator that the skilled actor stole his “thousand faces” by robbing
graves and making masks from corpses. Sometime later, the narrator asked R if he had
used his reporting credentials to investigate the actor as they had discussed, but R
could only laugh. R had concocted the entire story by using an old article from his
newspaper about the corpse theft and a file photo of the actor disguised as an old
woman.'™® “The Actor with a Thousand Faces” demonstrates the danger of uncritically
accepting the photograph as proof, since the meaning of the photograph cannot fully be
determined without context, which can be misleading. Indeed, the photograph proved
nothing on its own and only suggested that the actor was the grave robbing criminal
because of the false context R constructed. At the same time, the story is contained by
the framework of the practical joke; as in “The Red Room,” Ranpo lets readers enjoy the
thrilling shock of the alleged grotesque crime while making clear that it never truly

happened.

%0 Edogawa Ranpo, “Hyakumensé yakusha,” in Hito de nashi no koi (Tokyo: S6gensha, 1995), 9-29.
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Ranpo returned to the problem of proving an individual’s identity in his novel,
Panorama-to kidan (The Strange Tale of Panorama Island, 1926). The protagonist,
Hirosuke Hitomi, learns that an acquaintance from college, Genzaburé Komoda, had
recently died. Although the two were not related, they bore a strong physical
resemblance and many people at the time mistook them for twins. Hitomi is a struggling
writer, and Komoda had been extremely wealthy, so he decides to fake his own suicide,
exhume Komoda'’s body, and impersonate a miraculously still-living Komoda so that he
can realize his dream of constructing an elaborate island park. He is mostly successful
because Komoda’s parents are dead, his younger sister lives in Tokyo, and he gives the
rest of Komoda’s family, friends, and employees enough money that they do not
question his miraculous return. The only problem is Komoda'’s young, attractive wife,
Chiyoko. Over the course of a year, Hitomi manages to build his island while avoiding
Chiyoko as much as possible. But he became drunk at a party to celebrate the
completion of his island, and she saw a part of his body that told her he was not
Komoda. Though Hitomi had grown to love her, he decided he had to kill her. During
the second half of the novel, he shows Chiyoko the many wonders of the island before
strangling her during a fireworks display. He never leaves the island after her death,
and his crime almost goes undetected, but for the investigator, Kogoro Kitami. He works
for Countess Higashikdji, Komoda’s younger sister who could not be bribed. Kitami
tricks Hitomi into admitting his original identity by citing an early novel, “The Story of RA”
where he had described what he would later build and revealing where he had hid

Chiyoko’s body. Hitomi is nonplussed, but admits that he could only continue running
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