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The puzzling perception of Japanese
naturalism

K E N HE N S H A L L

Abstract: Japanese naturalism continues to be typically thought of as a failed
attempt to produce a Japanese version of Zola’s pseudo-scientific deterministic
naturalism. Alleged causes for this failure have been retrospectively produced,
such as a lack of scientific tradition in Japan and the shortcomings of Japanese
naturalists who confused naturalism and romanticism. In fact, not only was Zola’s
type of naturalism merely one of a range of very differing and influential French
naturalisms, including for example Huysmans’ ‘spiritual naturalism’, it was fun-
damentally and conceptually different from most of the many and varied types
of naturalism which prevailed in Germany. German naturalism also contained
elements of ‘romanticism’, such as assertion of the individual, subjectivity, de-
fiance of convention, and a ‘back to Nature’ spirit. It even included Nietzsche.
This complex, multi-faceted German naturalism was more influential than Zola
was upon the (later) Japanese naturalists. This paper, focussing in particular on
the leading naturalist writer Tayama Katai, provides clear evidence of the inap-
propriateness of overestimating the influence of Zola and underestimating that of
German naturalism. It is puzzling that the negative view of Japanese naturalism
as failed Zolaism still prevails, and the paper concludes by calling for a more
positive reassessment.

Keywords: Japanese naturalism, German naturalism, French naturalism,
Tayama Katai, Zola, Hauptmann

Preamble

More than thirty years ago I completed my doctorate on Japanese naturalism. My
main thrust was that the prevailing negative view of the movement, to the effect
that it was a failed attempt to produce a Japanese version of Zola’s ‘scientific’
deterministic naturalism, was unjustified. I argued that in fact the generally over-
looked German naturalist movement had helped shape naturalism in Japan just as
much as – if not more than – Zola’s naturalism, and that it was the most significant
external inspiration for the later Japanese naturalists, especially the leading writer
Tayama Katai.
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332 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

German naturalism, though initially inspired by Zola, soon metamorphosed
into something closer to what has traditionally been seen as the opposite of natu-
ralism, namely romanticism. While still called naturalism, it embraced ‘romantic’
elements such as compassion, recognition of subjectivity, freedom of – indeed as-
sertion of – the individual and the self, a concomitant resistance to authority and
convention, and even a ‘back to nature’ spirit that was grounded not so much in
the natural sciences but rather in a Rousseauesque reverence for bucolic nature.
Yet it is for the inclusion of elements such as these that Japanese naturalism has
been deemed a failure.

Naturalism anywhere in the world has tended to suffer a poor press, on such
grounds as limited artistic quality and often dreary or sordid subject-matter, and
few would claim that naturalism was Germany’s finest literary movement. Never-
theless, it has not suffered the same extent of criticism as has Japanese naturalism,
which was similar to its German counterpart in its evolution, its composition and
its theoretical grounding. It seems unfair that Japanese naturalism should be
treated so negatively while its German counterpart is not. Far from being some
sort of failed imitation of Zola, in my view Japanese naturalism deserves credit
for successfully creating a Japanese ‘equivalent’ to German naturalism, one ap-
propriate to its setting. That setting was one of greater political authoritarianism
and traditional restriction of the individual, leading to a relatively greater and
more personalised focus on the individual than in Germany. Naturalists in Japan
often turned inwards and asserted the individual using their own lives as material,
which was presently to lead to the well-known genre of the ‘I novel’. There is
probably an element of catharsis in this, and one can understand why many ob-
servers see later Japanese naturalism as de facto romanticism, but my point is that
the movement is fundamentally similar to German naturalism, and that we should
either start being more critical of German naturalism, or stop criticising Japanese
naturalism through the monocular lens of Zola’s particular type of naturalism
(even in France, there were very different types of ‘naturalism’, and Huysmans
– discussed below – deliberately used examination of his own individual self as a
pathway to what he called ‘spiritual naturalism’).

At the time of my thesis there was already a recognition by some scholars in
Japan of the influence of certain German works on Japanese naturalism. How-
ever, rather surprisingly, there seemed to be a lack of recognition that these
were works of German naturalism. Rather, the Germanic influence tended to
be seen as somehow aberrant relative to naturalism, which seemed narrowed
to Zolaism. Overwhelmingly, and no doubt partly under the influence of the
renowned literary scholar Nakamura Mitsuo (for whom in other regards I have
great respect), Japanese naturalism became strongly associated with failure and
Zola. It was unfortunate, to my mind, that Nakamura was one of very few
Japanese literary scholars available in English, for this helped spread this view
internationally, a view which still tends to prevail in the scholarship that has
emerged since.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
or

th
ea

st
er

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
0:

07
 0

3 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



Ken Henshall 333

I start by briefly illustrating the typical view of Japanese naturalism at the time
of my thesis. I then illustrate the great diversity found within Western naturalism,
in order to counter the widespread assumption that it is only concerned with
Zolaesque determinism by heredity and environment. I will then show that, after
an initial interest in Zola, Japanese naturalism too came to show diversity, par-
ticularly based on German naturalist models, and I will focus in particular on
the leading Japanese naturalist, Tayama Katai. I follow by briefly pointing out
some examples of what seems to be ongoing evaluation of Japanese naturalism
in Zolaesque terms – to my mind quite puzzling given the evidence available –
and conclude by calling for a more balanced and positive reassessment of the
movement.

The typical view of Japanese naturalism thirty years ago

At the time of my thesis the prevailing view of Japanese naturalism was – and
apparently continues to be – very much reflective of Nakamura Mitsuo’s view, to
the effect that Japanese naturalism was a failed attempt to transplant Zolaesque
determinism. The main reasons for this supposed ‘failure’ were seen as a lack
of scientific tradition impeding proper understanding of Zola, and haphazard
blurring with the preceding ‘insufficient’ romantic movement that resulted in the
problematic intrusion of subjectivity and individualism. For example, Nakamura
wrote: ‘Japan was no different from France, in that the naturalist movement was
born out of an atmosphere of scientific thought, but there is a difference between
those who gave birth to scientific thinking and those who encountered science
in the form of the “black ships” and found out about it by external imitation’
(Nakamura 1968: 108). He also commented: ‘In Japan the naturalist movement
itself played the same role as the romantic movement in Europe, although the
writers of the day were not fully aware of it’ (Nakamura 1968: 95). In the same
camp, Mizutani Akio described Japanese naturalism as ‘a haphazard fusion of Zo-
laesque scientism and Rousseauesque individualism’ (Mizutani 1964: 82), while
Iwanaga Yutaka referred to ‘half-baked romanticism and half-baked naturalism
being brought, mutually conflicting, into this country and hampering each other’s
development’ (Iwanaga 1974: 173). Kataoka Ryōichi (also known as Yoshikazu),
another respected scholar, wrote: ‘The most fundamental feature of naturalism, its
scientific character, was neither sufficiently correctly nor sufficiently thoroughly
digested during the Meiji naturalist period’ (Kataoka 1957: 9). The list of such
commentators is a long one.

Admittedly, there were a few scholars, such as Yoshida Seiichi and Nakajima
Kenzō, who could see beyond the notion of attempted emulation of Zola’s ‘sci-
entific’ naturalism. Yoshida, a specialist in the study of naturalism, wrote: ‘Naka-
mura Mitsuo may say that Japanese naturalism is a misunderstanding of French
naturalism, but it was never the intention of the writers to follow this French nat-
uralism completely’ (Yoshida 1960: 64). However, while aware of German works
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334 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

and their influence on the leading naturalist writer Tayama Katai (and others),
neither Yoshida nor Nakajima appeared to spell out clearly the fact that these
German works belonged to the naturalist movement in Germany. In practice
they even tended to downplay the influence of these works by explaining differ-
ences between Japanese naturalism and Zola’s naturalism in terms of the Japanese
naturalists deliberately developing their own unique movement, rather than ac-
knowledging that similar deviation occurred also in the German movement. For
example, Nakajima remarked:

There is an obvious discrepancy between Japanese naturalistic theory and the
naturalistic theory of France, particularly of Zola. However, it is not possible to
interpret this as a distortion of the original. In Japan the naturalist movement
demonstrated its own unique development.

(Nakajima 1953: 76)

Moreover, they still promoted the view that concern with the self in Japanese
naturalism was due to the insufficiency of the romantic movement, thereby im-
plying confusion amongst the naturalist writers and denying the authenticity of a
naturalist concern with the self. Yoshida wrote:

Whereas in Europe romanticism, realism, and naturalism occupied several
decades each as literary movements, in Japan the change from the romantic
spirit to the naturalist movement took place in a mere single decade or so.
Naturally, liberation of the self, that one expects to be accomplished by roman-
ticism, and opposition to feudalistic conventions, were inherited by naturalism
without being sufficiently fulfilled.

(Yoshida 1955: 274)

Crucially, there was no emphasis here of the fact that ‘liberation of the self ’
and ‘opposition to feudalistic conventions’ were characteristics of later German
naturalism. And unfortunately, in my view, despite his wider horizons Yoshida
still seemed too ready to compare Japanese naturalism with French naturalism,
commenting for example that ‘it is hard to think of it as the blending of literature
and science, as in France’ (Yoshida 1958: 66).

It is quite puzzling that so many scholars readily acknowledged the influence on
Japanese naturalism of German works, such as Sudermann’s Katzensteg on Katai’s
Jūemon no Saigo, and Hauptmann’s Einsame Menschen on Shimazaki Tōson’s Sui-
sai Gakka, Tokuda Shūsei’s Hono-o, and Katai’s Futon – the single most important
work in Japanese naturalism – yet they did not clearly contextualise these German
works as belonging to naturalism in Germany itself. They even omitted to do this
while referring to the writings of Katai on this very topic of German naturalism,
such as a number of articles he wrote in 1901 explicitly outlining the devel-
opment of a new form of naturalism in Germany and elsewhere. For example,
Yoshida quoted Katai as having written in the Taiheiyō journal of 9 September
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Ken Henshall 335

that year that ‘Today’s individualism in Germany is greatly indebted to natu-
ralism’ (Yoshida 1955: 314), yet Yoshida did not follow this up by discussing
naturalism in Germany. At one point he even went so far as to imply criticism of
Katai, who had referred to the changes in naturalism brought about by writers
such as Hauptmann and Sudermann that led to a ‘subjective, mystic naturalism’,
for misuse of the term ‘naturalism’: ‘He [Katai] sees it not as anti-naturalism,
but as an extension of naturalism, and uses the term “shizenshugi” of it’ (Yoshida
1955: 306). This would seem unfair to Katai, because these German writers were
still called naturalists in their home country. True, the continued use of the term
might be confusing – understandably so given the multiple meanings of ‘nature’
– but if blame is to be attached then this should be laid primarily with the Ger-
mans, not the Japanese. When it came to recognition of non-Zolaesque German
naturalism as a reality, there seemed to be some sort of mysterious blind spot
among Japanese literary scholars – and, for that matter, many Western scholars
of Japanese literature.

Overall there was a strong tendency to equate naturalism with Zola. As the
‘father of naturalism’, this was understandable, but it was in my view misleadingly
simplistic. As demonstrated in the following section on Western naturalism – or
more exactly naturalisms – there was far more to the movement than Zola.

The diversity of Western naturalism

Though Émile Zola (1840–1902) is justifiably noted as ‘the father of natural-
ism’, any assumption that French naturalism comprised just Zolaism and minor
variants is unjustified.

Zola was greatly inspired by Darwin and new advances in scientific thinking,
as deterministic factors in life. In addition, he was influenced by the positivism of
Auguste Comte (1798–1857, noted as ‘the father of sociology’), to the effect that
one should recognise only positive facts and observable phenomena, and reject
metaphysics and theism. It is also important to appreciate that Comte (and Zola)
saw society as subject to natural laws, for this will be seen to be challenged by cer-
tain other forms of naturalism. A further influence was the medical empiricism
of the anatomist Claude Bernard (1813–78), who advocated experimentation
and observation to understand causal mechanisms. Encouraged by the similarly
inspired literary historian Hippolyte Taine (1828–93), Zola believed that such
a scientific approach could be applied to literature. In 1880 he produced his fa-
mous exposition of naturalist doctrine, Le Roman expérimental (The Experimental
Novel), in which he wrote:

The experimental novel is a consequence of the scientific evolution of the
century: it continues and complements physiology, which is itself based upon
chemistry and physics. It substitutes for the study of abstract man the study of
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336 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

natural man, governed by physico-chemical laws and determined by environ-
mental influences: it is in short the literature of our scientific age.

(Zola 1880: 27)

This well-known quotation curiously omits explicit mention of determinism by
heredity, but Zola is on record elsewhere as stating unequivocally: ‘The actions of
the characters we write about are determined by their genital organs. That’s what
Darwin says, and that’s what literature is’ (Lanoux 1955: 87).

He set out to demonstrate his belief in determinism in his monumental series
of twenty novels between 1871 and 1893 centred on an extended family, Les
Rougon-Macquart. Zola believed that, based on careful observation, he could
place Character A in Setting B and observe Result C, and that somehow this so-
called ‘fact’ would contribute to scientific progress by informing human beings as
to their degree of evolution and adaptation (or lack thereof) from primitive animal
to sophisticated social human. Zola was undeterred by Bernard’s blunt dismissal
of this claim as nonsense, to which he replied that it was surely legitimate to
hypothesise in the absence of solid fact (Zola 1880: 49). However, the question
of how the reader was expected to distinguish between hypothesis and actual fact
was not so well answered.

Zola saw no place for fancy or imagination in the novel, and in that regard
deliberately set himself apart from romantic writers and êtres d’exception (‘larger
than life’ characters). In combination with his pioneering zeal for literary scientific
enquiry and his personal socialistic leaning, this inevitably led to a focus on
hitherto neglected ‘unexceptional’ human beings, notably the lower classes, and
in particular the more sordid and similarly neglected details of their existence.
Crude sex and violence quickly came to characterise his works, treated by him as
the outcome of an environment of deprivation and a legacy of primitive animalistic
traits – La Bête humaine (Zola 1890, literally ‘the human beast’) being one of his
more noted works. As one result naturalism unfortunately came to be associated
with obscenity.

Though clearly Zola was going too far in claiming some sort of scientific status
for his works, and few followed him exactly, the core elements of his approach
were to be greatly influential, even though in practice he may himself have strayed
from these on not a few occasions. These elements included the importance of
observation and attention to detail, the importance of fact insofar as it can be
established, the importance of avoiding personal bias, the importance of cogent
causality in character behaviour and plot development, the importance of the
writer being free to choose and treat any subject matter regardless of convention,
the avoidance of ideals and personal fancy, the avoidance of selectivity on aesthetic
grounds alone, and so forth. It is widely assumed that Zola was an advocate of
absolute objectivity, and he certainly did not endorse bias and fancy, but in fact
he was aware of the inevitable latent subjectivity of the observer regardless of
attempts to suppress it. This led him to remark in Le Roman expérimental that a

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
or

th
ea

st
er

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
0:

07
 0

3 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



Ken Henshall 337

work of art is ‘a corner of nature seen through a temperament’ (Nelson 2007: 4),
though in his actual novel-writing he appears to try to suppress this subjective
element as much as possible.

Other major naturalists in France included Guy de Maupassant (1850–93),
the Goncourt brothers (Edmond 1822–96 and Jules 1830–70), and Joris-Karl
Huysmans (1848–1907). I will focus here simply on their differences from Zola.

Maupassant, for example, differed in that he felt any claim to scientifically
meaningful literary experimentation was misguided, since it involved too much
subjectivity on the part of the writer/observer. While it could be said that Zola
tried to minimise subjectivity, Maupassant seemed rather to celebrate it, believing
only in the sincerity of the observer’s personal perception of reality, even though
it might be an ‘illusion’. In his article ‘Le Roman’ (The Novel) of 1887 he wrote:

Our eyes, our ears, our sense of smell, our different tastes, all create as many
truths as there are people on the earth. And our minds, which receive instruc-
tions from these organs in diverse modes of impression, comprehend, analyse,
and judge as if each of us belonged to a different race. We each of us form
simply an illusion of the world.

(Maupassant [1887] 1966: 41)

Maupassant felt that not only was the observer a unique individual, but that
the object being observed – even if inanimate – was also unique. Moving further
still into metaphysics, and inspired more by his mentor Flaubert than by Zola, he
was concerned rather with trying to suggest – from the ‘outside in’ – the essential
inner being of an object and its link with nature’s essence, as he saw it. He wrote
in ‘Le Roman’ that:

Everything has something yet to be found, because we are accustomed to using
our eyes only in conjunction with the memory of what other people before us
have said about the thing we are looking at. The least thing contains a little of
the unknown. Find it! To write of a burning fire or a tree in a plain, remain
before the fire or tree until they no longer resemble, as far as you are concerned,
any other fire or any other tree.

(Maupassant [1887] 1966: 45)

In ‘Le Roman’ he also tells us that the aim of the writer should be to make
the reader think about the hidden and profound meaning of events (Maupassant
[1887] 1966: 39), and elsewhere refers to this profound natural essence as a thing
of mystery, ‘an unknown torrent, coming from an unknown source and going
to the unknown’ (Martino 1930: 143). Maupassant’s view of life and nature
and science is clearly considerably removed from Zola, yet Maupassant is still
seen as a naturalist, second only to Zola in that regard, and all too often not
even distinguished from him, be it in Japan or elsewhere. We can see already the
potential for confusion.
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338 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

Huysmans went even further than Maupassant, similarly seeking nature’s mys-
tery and the essence of individuality but also developing an extremely introspective
and ultimately religious approach in what he termed ‘spiritual naturalism’. In fact,
Huysmans tried to establish the ‘timeless’ individual, the very opposite to Zola’s
‘deterministically fixed’ individual! In a letter to a friend in February 1890 he
wrote: ‘I am tired of my friend Zola . . . I wish to confound all these people, to
create a work of a supernatural realism and of a spiritual naturalism’ (Laver 1954:
124).

In his earlier well-known decadent work of 1884, À rebours (To Be Reborn), we
find Huysmans (as the protagonist des Esseintes) seeking exoticism and spiritual
fulfilment, leading him (as Durtal) in Là-bas (Downstream 1891) to experience
even diabolism. Huysmans uses the latter work as an opportunity to complain
about Zola’s naturalism, as Durtal, to an alter ego, des Hermies. The specialist
Huysmans scholar Laver summarises Durtal’s feelings as a certain indebtedness
to Zola’s type of naturalism for ‘sweeping away all the absurd marionettes of
Romanticism’, but at the same time criticising it for being too materialistic, and
ignoring the element of the unknown and the spiritual side of humankind. Thus
it is that he decides that he must ‘produce a spiritual naturalism and recognise
the need of the supernatural’ (Laver 1954: 110–12). The idea of naturalism
needing the supernatural may seem rather paradoxical, but those familiar with
Lyall Watson’s Supernature (1973) and similar works will appreciate that the
need to recognise the supernatural seems to be a ‘natural’ human instinct, and
at a more intellectual level a rationalisation of existence by setting and then
challenging boundaries between the understood and the not yet understood. That
is, ‘supernature’ is often used to refer to those parts of nature which humankind
has yet to understand, but it is ultimately part of nature. For example, lightning
would have seemed supernatural prior to our understanding of electricity.

Huysmans became increasingly introspective, trying to understand ‘the myster-
ies that surround us’ by means of coming to understand his own intrinsic being
and individuality and thereby ultimately the quintessence of humanity. Impor-
tantly for comparison with Japanese naturalism and its progeny the ‘I novel’, he
restricted his later work – his spiritual naturalism – to the domain of his own
experience (Martino 1930: 118).

Though limitations of space prevent discussion of all naturalist writers in
France, we can briefly consider the Goncourt brothers, Edmond and Jules.
Edmond, the senior, disliked Zola for having allegedly stolen his idea, claiming
that he himself was the ‘inventor of naturalism’ and that ‘I gave the complete for-
mula of naturalism in Germinie Lacerteux [1864, a joint work with Jules]’ (Baldick
1962: 365). However, while the brothers wished to reflect in literature the se-
rious and detailed approach of scientists, to make careful observation, to move
away from fanciful romanticism with its unnatural beautification of life, and to
broaden the range of subject matter, they did not doctrinally stress determinism
a priori. Nor did they give any particular emphasis to the two main determinants
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Ken Henshall 339

in Zola, heredity and environment (though some note was made of the latter).
Rather, they focused on the cause and effect of circumstance, moreover allowing
the characters in their works, instead of being dehumanised and doomed vic-
tims of determinism, to have a certain free agency and responsibility for their
own circumstances and any change thereof. In other words, theirs was an induc-
tive approach to causality rather than deductive. For example, the protagonist
of Germinie Lacerteux was based on careful observation of their own servant-girl,
the unfolding of her unsuccessful love affair and other circumstances, and the
consequences thereof.

However, the standing of their literature has suffered somewhat from their
self-confessed morbidity and an obvious intent to shock. In the preface to the
aforementioned work, they wrote that it was a ‘true novel, as opposed to the false
novels beloved by the public’, and expressed the hope that: ‘May it show to the
happy ones in Paris miseries such as they may never forget; may it make seen
to the people of the world that which the ladies of charity have the courage to
see – human suffering, present and alive’ (Goncourt and Goncourt [1864] 1911:
v-vii). Moreover, shortly after Jules’ death Edmond renounced naturalism – in
1879, again claiming he was the first to do so – on the grounds that it had too
little scope for art (Baldick 1962: 365).

I now move on to German naturalism (Naturalismus). Outside France, Germany
is the only other Western country to have developed a literary naturalist school
of any major significance (e.g. Cassell’s Encyclopedia of World Literature 1953, v. I:
388), though this is not of course to deny the existence of writers elsewhere having
associations with naturalism to a greater or lesser degree, such as George Gissing
in England, Gabriele D’Annunzio in Italy, Theodore Dreiser and Frank Norris
in the United States, Maxim Gorki in Russia, and August Strindberg in Sweden
(the Norwegian Henrik Ibsen is often treated as belonging to German literature
owing to his long and productive residence in that country). And we will find, as
has the celebrated playwright and scholar John Osborne, that ‘German naturalism
contains elements . . . which are decidedly untrue to the spirit of Émile Zola’
(Osborne 1971: 9).

German naturalism started somewhat later than the French, during the early
1880s, and was initially inspired by Zola. Michael Conrad (1846–1927), for
example, influenced by Zola’s grandiose treatment of society at large, even at-
tempted (unsuccessfully) his own series of novels after the fashion of Les Rougon-
Macquart, and started the naturalist journal Die Gesellschaft (Society) in 1885,
before turning to utopian socialist novels in the mid 1890s.

There is an understandable link between socialism and Zola’s style of naturalism
in that both are concerned, in theory and/or practice, with the so-called working
classes and the poor, and both tend to be (but are not exclusively) urban. Zola
too had strong socialist leanings, and he too ended up expressing utopian views
in his later years. However, socialism was to be more pronounced in German
naturalism than in the French, and for some years, particularly during the mid
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340 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

and late 1880s, naturalist writers went virtually hand-in-hand with the Social
Democrats – though by the early 1890s differences in ideology, in commitment to
the labour movement, and in priorities regarding the role of art saw a weakening
of that relationship (Lidtke 1974: 24, 35). Alas for the well-intentioned socialistic
naturalists, the Social Democrats even came to ‘reject naturalism as the pessimistic
philosophy of a decadent bourgeois class in decline’ (Lidtke 1974: 29).

Nevertheless, concern among the early German naturalists for the under-
privileged was characterised by ‘compassion for the impoverished, and indignation
with the complacency of the propertied’ (Lidtke 1974: 19). Strictly speaking, of
course, in terms of Zola’s beliefs and ‘scientific literature’, naturalism should be
unbiased and dispassionate, but that was not generally the case in Germany. This
accounts for otherwise strange-sounding comments such as ‘naturalism implies
sympathy for the working classes’ (Bithell 1959: 85), and ‘Wedekind cannot be
called a naturalist because he has no pity’ (Bithell 1959: 59).

Returning to Michael Conrad, we can see in him some of the confusion in
German naturalism. Though he had strong socialist leanings, and wrote utopian
novels, his autobiography is ‘replete with glorifications of Nietzsche,’ which of
course ‘could scarcely be harmonized with the principles of Social Democracy’
(Lidtke 1974: 32). And it was not just Conrad. Hermann Conradi (1862–90)
and certain other socialistic naturalists also followed Nietzsche, whose philos-
ophy was widespread by the mid 1880s, and whom they saw as ‘the com-
plete Social Darwinist’ (Lidtke 1974: 32). This would seem an unusual form
of socialism, and it is little wonder that naturalism might seem rather confused
as a result. There is however, common ground of a sort in opposition to the
Establishment.

In fact, one of the major naturalist writers in Germany, Hermann Sudermann
(1857–1928), was greatly inspired by Nietzsche. A clear illustration of this is his
novel Der Katzensteg (Cat’s Bridge) of 1890 – by which stage, as Osborne observes,
German naturalists were moving away from Zola (Osborne 1971: 30). This de-
picts a young woman named Regina, a wild, animal-like child of nature shunned,
feared, hated and eventually killed by the socially stable villagers whose standards
she has defied. Despite the ‘triumph’ of the villagers Sudermann’s sympathies
clearly lie with her, as ‘one of those perfect, fully developed individuals such as
Nature created before a herding social system, with its paralysing ordinances,
bungled Her [Nature’s] handiwork’ (Sudermann [1890] 1898: 376).

One of the other figures in the work, having been awed by Regina’s elemental
behaviour, observes that:

He had been granted a deeper glimpse than most men into the fathomless gulf
of the Unknown. What is called good and bad drifted about anchorless on the
cloudy surface, but below lay dreaming, in majestic strength, the Natural.

(Sudermann [1890] 1898: 376–7)
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Ken Henshall 341

There is a clear Nietzschean influence here in regard to opposition to society and
convention and morality, and a championing of the individual as an Urmensch (pri-
mal being) and of Urnatur (primal nature). It is also a form of Naturschwärmerei
(‘back to nature’ mentality), and in fact from around this time not a few German
naturalists left urban areas to live in a rural and more natural setting – Osborne
refers to ‘the cult of freedom and open air’ among them, and draws attention to
the change from their earlier socialist focus on mostly urban problems (Osborne
1971: 68–71, esp. 71). One notes also in Sudermann’s above quotation another
reference to the mysterious Unknown aspect of nature, not unlike Maupassant or
Huysmans, but unlike Zola.

Sudermann also wrote dramas, most of which attacked convention and anything
that repressed the freedom of the individual. For example, Die Ehre (Honour,
1890) is, as the title indicates, concerned with the socio-moral obligations of
honour, and highlights their repressiveness to freedom of action. In the words of
one specialist Sudermann scholar it ‘is directed, like his other plays, against the
artificial barriers of society’ (Sudermann and Schmidt 1938: v-vi). Heimat (Home,
1893) is another example, voicing opposition to the traditional dominance of
parental authority over free will, particularly in the case of young women.

Many of the key works of German naturalism were dramas, in the presentation
of which the Freie Bühne (Free Stage) of the early 1890s played a significant
role. These included many works by the renowned Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906,
resident in Germany 1868–91), who like Sudermann iconoclastically expressed
strong opposition to convention and traditional morality and promoted strength
of character in the individual. His work Et Dukkehjem (A Doll’s House, 1879),
as just one example among many, was a cry for freedom for women, and became
well-known in Japan.

However, the main figure in German naturalism is widely felt to have been
Gerhart Hauptmann (1862–1946). A complex and multi-faceted author, who
excelled in particular in the field of drama, he was later (1912) to receive the Nobel
Prize. A moderate socialist, he too produced a number of works in the vein of
Ibsen, challenging convention. One of his most important was Einsame Menschen
(Lonely People, 1891) – certainly, it is the most important Western work to later
Japanese naturalism, as it was to form the basis for Katai’s Futon of 1907. The
protagonist is a brilliant and progressive young scholar, Johannes Vockerat, who
has ended up in an unhappy arranged marriage with an old-fashioned wife Käthe
(Kitty), who does not share his interests and with whom he feels no empathy, even
though they have a young child. However, a bright young female student comes
to stay, Anna Mahr, who does share his interests and understands his work. She
gives him ‘fresh life’ (Hauptmann [1891] 1898: 73). He is captivated by her, but
his parents sense a threat to his marriage and oblige him to send Anna home. He
then commits suicide.

It is evident that Johannes’ suicide is an extreme protest against several conven-
tional obligations, such as filial, marital, reputational, and even paternal – though
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342 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

the last of these in particular lends support to an interpretation that he is selfish
and immature. His very name ‘Vockerat’ is in itself a brazen symbol of defiance,
for the verb ‘vocken’ (with the ‘v’ correctly pronounced as an ‘f ’) is a variant
of a certain obscene four-letter Anglo-Saxon word referring to copulation, and
‘vocke’ is an imperative form of it. ‘Rat’ is ‘advice’, so the protagonist’s name
means literally ‘F∗∗∗ your advice!’ (in some later versions it has been changed to
‘Volkrat’, meaning ‘Advice for/from the people’, and thereby takes on completely
different connotations. We should also note that the Japanese naturalists familiar
with this work almost certainly did not realise the meaning of ‘Vockerat’ – ‘fok-
erato’ in Japanese rendering – though they obviously realised the defiance of the
protagonist through his words and deeds).

The German naturalist movement petered out from the mid 1890s, but, while
it was in many regards a confusing movement, in flux and lacking coherence
– Osborne refers to its ‘ambiguities and contradictions’ (Osborne 1971: 19) –
what is clear is that it contained internal diversity and ended up quite different
from Zolaism. At one point or another it championed passion, the freedom and
importance of the individual, the rights of the oppressed, an anti-Establishment
stance, and a ‘back to nature’ spirit. It even included Nietzsche. In sum, at a
doctrinal level, it could be said that it was concerned with the ‘natural human
being’ in ‘unnatural society’, as distinct from Zola who tended to treat society as
a natural entity.

Before moving on to Japanese naturalism, I would like once again to state the
obvious in that the term ‘nature’ is of such vagueness that it is inevitably suscep-
tible of manifold interpretations, and so too are its derivates such as ‘naturalism’.
To give just one example that surely must be seen as extreme, the highly regarded
Danish literary critic Georg Brandes (1842–1927), who was also well-received in
Germany, used the term ‘naturalism’ to refer to the English Lake Poets such as
Wordsworth and their beautification of physical pastoral nature – and moreover
he did so at the very height of naturalism (1887) without receiving any obvious
criticism for it! I raise this point to show that Zola did not have a patent on
the term, and that no-one should expect ‘naturalism’ necessarily to conform to
any particular set of criteria other than a concern with some aspect of nature. I
personally prefer to think of a spectrum of differing conceptual models of nature
underlying these various naturalisms, and quite clearly we have a range of such
models in the West.

Naturalism in Japan

Though there are a number of Japanese references to Zola from the early 1880s on,
the first real attempt at a critique of Zola’s doctrine is generally attributed to the
writer-critic-surgeon Mori Ōgai. In a very brief article of 1889 entitled ‘Igaku no
Setsu yori Idetaru Shōsetsu Ron’ (‘A View of the Novel Based on Medical Theory’,
text in Mori Ōgai Zenshū [1973], v. XXII), based itself on a German article, Ōgai
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Ken Henshall 343

relates Zola’s intention to observe and to ‘experiment’ along the lines laid down
by Claude Bernard. He concludes, as did fellow doctor Bernard, that Zola’s belief
that his literary results constituted authoritative data is erroneous, and goes on to
express his personal opinion that Zola’s type of literature is not an attractive one,
leaving no room for necessary artistic elements such as inspiration.

It is surprising and rather a pity that, given he had just returned from four
years in Germany, Ōgai does not seem to have discussed in detail developments
in German naturalism, which was already starting to move away from Zola. In
fact, Ōgai was a life-long opponent of naturalism, and unfortunately – indeed
quite remarkably in view of his great knowledge of both Germany and literature
– he does not seem to have made any significant attempt to discuss the extent of
the influence of post-Zola German naturalism on Japan’s later naturalism.

Ōgai recounted Zola’s doctrine (and style) reasonably accurately not only in
1889, he repeated this on a number of other occasions (though always adding his
dislike of it), notably in the preface to his work Tsukigusa (Moon Grass) of 1896,
which included description such as:

In France . . . there is a special sort of product that has been given the name
‘naturalism’. The writers’ method is to depict reality as flatly as possible. . . .
So-called heredity becomes for them a seed of verse as they write their tales of
inevitable consequences transferred from the drunkard father to his son, that
lead to insanity and the like. The emergence of this sort of writing followed the
transference to literature of the laws . . . propounded by Darwin.

(Mori Ōgai Zenshū 1973, v. XXIII: 294)

Significantly, Shimazaki Tōson – presently to be one of the leading figures of later
naturalism – also gave an accurate description of Zola in an article ‘Shōsetsu no
Jissai-Ha o Ronzu’ (‘A Discussion of the Actuality School of Novel-Writing’) in
the 12 March 1892 issue of Jogaku Zasshi, translating an English-language article
(original unfortunately unknown), which discusses his Roman expérimental, the
influence of Bernard, and deterministic causality (Shimazaki Tōson 1892: 824–5).

Thus it is clearly not justified to claim that Zola and his determinism, (as
far as possible) objective observation, style and content and so forth were never
introduced accurately into Japan – though of course the understanding of it, and
more particularly the appeal of it, are more open to question. Tōson does not seem
to have made any enduring attempt to emulate Zola following his ‘acquaintance’
with him, and during the 1890s produced instead lyrical romanticist works, along
with his friend and later co-naturalist Tayama Katai. Ozaki Kōyō was one major
writer of that time impressed by Zola, at least as early as 1891, but only in terms
of his detailed style and blunt content, and not his doctrine.

The first Japanese writer to be termed ‘naturalist’ was Kosugi Tengai. His
preface to Hatsusugata (New Year’s Day Look) of 1900 emphasises the need for
an author to avoid being swayed by his personal tastes, while the work itself is
clearly a poor imitation of Zola’s Nana in its characters and plot development.
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344 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

Both are stories of working-girls becoming stage celebrities and getting involved in
various affairs with reporters, bankers, and such like. Tengai’s theme was widely
criticised at the time as improbable in Japan (Yoshida 1955: 152–3), and the
treatment was also widely criticised, by Katai and others, as shallow and too
external (Yoshida 1958: 172–3).

Tengai’s next work, Hayari Uta (Popular Song) of 1902, includes crude de-
terministic elements such as inherited nymphomania, ‘environmentally inspired’
passionate love in a hot-house, and so on. The preface contains a statement that
value-labels such as ‘good’ or ‘ugly’ are meaningless in nature, and that writers
should depict whatever they want regardless of such labels, though their depic-
tions – which he openly terms ‘fictitious’ and ‘imaginary’ – should remain faithful
to real life (Kataoka 1957: 32). In his recognition of the fictitious and imagi-
nary elements in his works he is himself arguably more realistic than Zola the
pseudo-scientist. However, he was again widely criticised for being shallow in his
character treatment. We should note that Katai, who had by that stage encoun-
tered Maupassant and was also aware of developments towards subjectivity in
both French and German naturalism, wrote at the time that ‘Tengai’s depictive
method is too objective, and it is unfortunate that he does not employ a slightly
more subjective method, which would permit a deeper analysis of human life and
would make more interesting reading’ (Kataoka 1957: 144).

Moreover, Katai extended the same criticism of excessive external objectivity to
Zola himself. This criticism indicates that Katai – and one must bear in mind that
many scholars see Katai as ‘the founder of naturalist literature in Japan’ (Tayama
Katai Zenshū 1974, vol. IV: 3) – was not totally attracted to Zola, and favoured
a more subjective approach. In this regard the Katai scholar Kobayashi Ichirō,
referring to Katai’s above criticism of Tengai and Zola, comments: ‘he clearly
states here that Zola’s depictive method is no longer acceptable in France, that
Zola has been left behind, and that a new stage has been reached’ (Kobayashi
1976: 144). As further examples of Katai’s thinking at this time, we can note
that in his serialised article ‘Seikayokō’ (The Lingering Fragrance of Western
Flowers) of 27 May 1901 he refers to Der Katzensteg as ‘a work containing fancy
and mysticism’ (Kobayashi 1976: 121). He also remarks that Zola’s naturalism
has given way to the mysticism of other writers such as (the later) Huysmans
and Hauptmann, who, ‘while they depict the weaknesses and shortcomings of
humanity, do not omit to depict in those innermost reaches the most mysterious
secrets of man’ (Yoshida 1955: 303). That is, they no longer contented them-
selves with objective external depiction, such as Katai criticised in Tengai and
Zola, but sought a deeper reality, a quintessential nature that included the sub-
jective and the unknown. It is of great significance that in ‘Seikayokō’ of 29 July
(1901) Katai refers to such ‘mysticism’ as ‘later naturalism’ (Kobayashi 1976:
140).

Katai’s critical writings continued to illustrate his developing concept of natu-
ralism. In an article in the 16 December (1901) issue of Taiheiyō he wrote: ‘The
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Ken Henshall 345

modern European authors show an acute sort of nervousness, and, in order to
know nature, they do not employ the means of objective observation of earlier
naturalism, but employ instead the fancy of the senses stemming from their own
subjectivity’ (Yoshida 1955: 308).

Though they criticised Tengai for his excessive external objectivity, in these
early years of the twentieth century both Katai and Tōson supported Tengai’s
pleas for more true-to-life characterisation based on observation, and freedom
to depict whatever the writer wished. In these regards we can perhaps say that
they did owe something to Zola, though probably more to Maupassant, who had
become increasingly popular from the late 1890s and indeed was to become the
most popular Western writer in the Meiji period (Ōnishi 1962: 306–7). Katai,
for example, having just read through a collection of Maupassant’s stories, wrote
in the preface to No no Hana (Flowers of the Field) of June 1901 that too many
writers in Japan still tended to add too much personal colour to their depictions,
and that he wished they ‘would depict things without reservation and without
personal colouring, even if it be the whisperings of the Devil’ (Tayama [1901]
1968: 14–15).

There is a potential for confusion between ‘personal colouring’, which Katai
viewed negatively, and ‘subjectivity’, which he viewed positively. Though the
complex issue of subjectivity was to concern him for some years, by this stage
Katai had already made a basic distinction between what he termed respectively
wilful and undesirable ‘petty subjectivity’ (sasai na shukan) and a desirable deeper-
level ‘natural subjectivity’ (daishizen no shukan) (Yoshida 1968: 386). The latter
was along the lines of Maupassant, Huysmans, and certain German naturalists
such as Arno Holz (see Stoeckius 1903). Very roughly, the two types correspond
to the ego and the id.

However, even before Tengai’s 1902 work Hayari Uta, something was brewing
that would presently change the character of Japanese naturalism, and that was
‘Nietzsche fever’ (Niicha-netsu, to use the term of the time). Nietzsche had been
introduced into Japan in 1897 by the critic Hasegawa Tenkei, but his strongest
supporter was the critic Takayama Chogyū (Yoshida 1955: 201–17). In January
1901, in the journal Taiyō, Chogyū wrote that ‘The aim of human life is happiness,
and happiness is the satisfaction of instinct’ (Yoshida 1955: 207). He later went
on to refer to a person who lived such a life as a ‘child of nature’, and came, as
Nietzsche, to champion such natural individuals over repressive society. Yoshida
Seiichi comments as follows on Chogyū’s Nietzsche-inspired individualism:

Chogyū made the rights of the individual the supreme law, above the restrictions
and demands of the state and society. . . . Japanese naturalism . . . inherited
its egoism and absolute view of the individual from Chogyū . . .

(Yoshida 1955: 216)

However, rather puzzlingly, but as foreshadowed earlier in this paper, Yoshida
seems to interpret much of this individualism as attributable to Chogyū rather
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346 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

than Nietzsche himself, and moreover does not seem to recognise that Nietzsche
was an inspiration for a number of German naturalists, such as Sudermann.
Nietzsche’s role is surely further compelling evidence of a link between later
German naturalism and later Japanese naturalism.

Katai, by contrast, clearly attributes the focus on the individual to Nietzsche
rather than to Chogyū. With regard to Nietzsche’s influence upon him – and thus
upon later Japanese naturalism – during the first few years of the century, Katai
remarks, in the later autobiographical work Tsuma (Wife, Oct. 1908–Feb. 1909):

The upheaval in standards of good and bad, the transcendence of morals, the
world of the strong man, the superman – the man who advocated this, Friedrich
Nietzsche, was truly great. His ideology belongs not to good or evil but makes
itself a part of the strength of nature.

(Tayama Katai Zenshū 1974 v. I: 418)

Significantly, the critic Shimamura Hōgetsu, while acknowledging that Niet-
zsche was associated primarily with romanticism, wrote in 1908 that Nietzsche’s
role in promoting individualism and attacking the constraints of convention was
vital to the emergence of later naturalism, and remarks that ‘Since naturalism
is . . . destructive of tradition, it is natural that it comes to be linked to social
problems. The joint effort of naturalism is to define society and to liberate the
individual’ (Shimamura Hōgetsu [1908] 1956: 83–4). In its defiance of tradition
and its advocacy of individualism, this is clearly German-style naturalism. Of
course, numerous literary and artistic movements or individuals can claim that
they are defiant of convention, such as Sturm und Drang in German literature in
the 1770s in its rejection of neoclassicism, and Tsubouchi Shōyō in his call for
realism in the novel in 1885, and indeed Zola in his revolutionary idea of the
scientific novel, but my point here is that pro-individual socio-moral defiance is
a shared literary trait of German naturalism and Japanese naturalism, but is not
shared to anywhere near the same extent by Zola. In that same year of 1908, in the
March edition of Shinchō, Katai himself said something similar, defining a major
characteristic of Japanese naturalism as: ‘a strong sense of self-awareness which
tries to establish individuality and to touch upon truths of human life, destroying
old morality and conventions’ (Tayama 1908: 14).

As discussed earlier, Nietzsche’s views were mirrored by Sudermann, especially
in Der Katzensteg. Katai read the English version of this work in late 1900 or early
1901, and it very obviously forms a major element of his May 1902 work Jūemon
no Saigo (The End of Jūemon). Like Katzensteg, this too treats a wild child of
nature (Jūemon) who, through a congenital physical abnormality that affects his
behaviour, fails to conform with society since, in the author’s own words (the
author appearing in the work as the observer-narrator), ‘the child of nature cannot
fit into this turbulent world’ (Tayama [1902] 1955: 29). Katai openly states in the
work his opinion that:
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Ken Henshall 347

Nature cannot but clash, in the final analysis, with human conventions in this
present world. . . . There are gods, ideals, but they are all smaller than nature.
There are principles, dreams, but none is greater than nature.

(Tayama [1902] 1955: 28)

The work is a clear embodiment of naturalism of the German ‘anti-social’ type,
but interestingly it is also at the same time one of the relatively few Zolaesque
works that Katai wrote. Despite the parallels with Der Katzensteg – Katai not
infrequently wrote works paralleling models in Western literature, usually openly
acknowledged – it was a largely factual reporting of a true incident, and, unlike Der
Katzensteg, attempts moreover to investigate the deterministic factors involved.
For example, the narrator wonders ‘whether the reasons for Jūemon’s attitude
lay in hereditary factors, or rather environmental’ (Tayama [1902] 1955: 16–18).
In this eclectic work one sees a remarkable combination of different conceptual
models of nature and different forms of naturalism, and as a result it could
perhaps be said to be one of the most thoroughly naturalistic works anywhere in
world literature – though following this, Katai rarely returned to what might be
called Zolaesque naturalism. Notwithstanding the Zolaesque elements, the main
theme of the work is certainly the championing of the natural individual over
society. Reviewing the work in Taiyō in July, Hasegawa Tenkei termed it ‘a clash
between naturalism and the social system,’ and stated that ‘the author’s so-called
naturalism amounts to a form of egoism’ (Hasegawa [1902] 1960: 184).

In late 1902 or early 1903 Katai read the English version of Hauptmann’s
Einsame Menschen, with its milder but still anti-convention individualism. He was
greatly impressed by the work, especially with regard to its antipathy towards
convention and its advocacy of freedom for the individual, and it had a significant
impact upon both his literature and personal life (which were presently to merge
to some extent). At a personal level Katai was particularly interested in criticising
the convention of monogamy, for he made no secret of the fact that he was
dissatisfied with his wife, whom he saw as boring and old-fashioned, and he
certainly identified with Johannes. He promptly used Hauptmann’s theme in his
Onna Kyōshi (Lady Teacher) of June 1903, which featured a Katai-like protagonist
unhappily married to a boring wife and flirting with a vivacious young woman,
and he also included a protest against the convention of monogamy.

Later that year Katai was to experience in his own personal life a scenario from
Einsame Menschen, when he was approached by a vivacious young woman, Okada
Michiyo, to be her literary tutor. He accepted this request, and I am of the view
that a factor in his acceptance was that he could play out the role of Johannes and
she could be his Kitty. She even ended up staying in his house from early 1904,
arousing him sexually (through no intention of her own) and testing his obedience
to what he saw as frustrating marital convention. This of course became the stuff
of Japanese naturalism’s most famous work, Futon of 1907, which, despite certain
fictionalisation and critical distance between protagonist and author, was widely
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348 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

seen as a bold and personal ‘confessional’ work and moreover started the enduring
trend of the ‘I novel’. The work is very well-known, and I will not go into detail
about it in this limited paper, other than to point out that it reflects again the
influence of German pro-individual, anti-convention naturalism. Katai himself
makes the link crystal clear in his memoirs Tōkyō no Sanjūnen (Thirty Years in
Tokyo) of 1917, referring to how, in writing Futon, he was ‘profoundly influenced
by Gerhart Hauptmann’s Einsame Menschen,’ even calling Okada ‘his own Anna
Mahr’ (Tayama Katai Zenshū 1974, v. XV: 601).

The idea of the individual being freed from inhibiting socio-moral convention
seems to have appealed particularly to Katai, but it interested others too, such
as Tōson. Katai refers to a visit he made to Tōson in Komoro in January 1904.
Tōson at that stage was reading a variety of western literature, but Katai remarks
that:

We felt particularly drawn to Hauptmann’s Lonely People, for at the time we
were concerned with the problem of the family system.

(Tayama Katai Zenshū 1974, v. XV: 580)

The socially aware, anti-convention, pro-individual type of German naturalism
was almost certainly instrumental in Tōson’s classic work shortly afterwards,
Hakai (Broken Commandment) of 1906, which attacked the traditional marginal-
isation of the outcast class of burakumin – the literary treatment of which was in
itself a defiant blow against conventional avoidance of the topic.

Both Tōson and Katai continued for some years with naturalistic ‘I novels’,
writing about real people around them, often relatives, with little fiction, and
typically exposing some ‘hidden truth’ or other. And for Katai especially, writing
about real people around him went a long way towards solving his long struggle
to achieve a balance between undistorted true-to-life depiction on the one hand
with the need for ‘natural’ subjectivity on the other, for he could now produce
a sort of documentary novel using himself as a subjective lens (ironically this
somewhat coincides with Zola’s reference to ‘a corner of nature viewed through
a temperament’, though I do not believe Katai ever made much of this comment
of Zola’s. Katai always treated Zola’s style as too objective and external, and was
far more positive towards the subjective than Zola himself seems to have been).

In later years Katai became increasingly concerned with a different and more
metaphysical conceptual model of nature, namely ‘Nature as Fate’, and he also
turned (with limited peace of mind) to religion. In this path, he likened himself
to the later Huysmans, whom he had admired for some years, seeking a ‘spiritual
naturalism’.

Thus we can see that Katai was influenced by a variety of western writers
in a number of ways, such as ‘borrowing’ plots or themes, name-dropping for
legitimisation, a feeling of shared views, and genuine respect leading to emulation.
Though the influences on him were not confined to the German, and at an early
stage did include Zola in some regards, it is clear that the German naturalists
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Ken Henshall 349

played a major and multi-faceted role in his literature. He was variously impressed
by the anti-conventional voice of Hauptmann, the defiance and mysticism of
Sudermann and his promotion of the Nietzschean natural individual, the stylistic
developments of Holz regarding subjectivity, and so forth. He may have been
confused at times, but this is quite understandable given the confusing nature
of German naturalism, which is hard enough to unravel even with the benefit of
a century of hindsight. But one matter that does stand out clearly is that it is
inappropriate to attempt to assess Katai, along with the later Japanese naturalism
that he pioneered, simply in terms of comparison with Zola.

The current view of Japanese naturalism

As stated earlier, I have returned to the field after many years away, and I readily
admit that I may not be au fait with all recent writings on naturalism, but I have
seen enough to conclude that there has been little change to the earlier view
of Japanese naturalism as a largely unsuccessful deviation from Zolaism. This
concerns me at two levels, that of the literary scholar and that of the general
reader (including some undergraduates).

Among scholars, there seems to have been little specialist writing about nat-
uralism, and this is not surprising given the generally unpopular nature of the
movement and its association with failure. However, one enduring consequence
of Japanese naturalism is the ‘I novel’, and there have been a number of schol-
arly works on that topic which also discuss naturalism to some extent (especially
Katai).

One is Narrating the Self: Fictions of Japanese Modernity (1996) by Tomi Suzuki.
I have great respect for Suzuki and it is not a case of my claiming she is incorrect
in any matter, but rather that she does not give a full picture of Japanese natu-
ralism. I also hasten to add that Suzuki has not set out to study naturalism per
se. Unfortunately, however, her repeated use of the term ‘European naturalism’
(Suzuki 1996: 79, 80, 84) gives the impression that she sees naturalism in Europe
as monochromatic, for which one might read deterministic since there is no real
discussion on her part about the various forms of naturalism in Europe. She does
however quote Japanese critics of the day as placing Nietzsche and Rousseau as
key figures in naturalism. One can sympathise to some extent when she refers to
the ‘indiscriminate embracing of Nietzsche-ism, Rousseau-ism, Tolstoy-ism, and
Zolaism’ (Suzuki 1996: 82), but it would be fairer, I feel, if she also referred to the
confusing variety of forms of naturalism existing in the West, instead of seeming
to make the Japanese somehow responsible for any mess. Similarly, in discussing
Katai’s Jūemon no Saigo, she refers to the narrator’s/Katai’s naturalism as ‘a crude
mixture of Zola and Rousseau’ (Suzuki 1996: 83), yet omits to say that the work
was also based in large part on Der Katzensteg, the Nietzsche-inspired work by
Sudermann, who moreover was recognised in Germany as a naturalist. Suzuki
then goes on to name a number of seemingly diverse Western writers who had
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350 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

influenced Katai, but again omits to state that most of them were recognised as
naturalists of one sort or another. Again, we have in effect an implication that the
Japanese have somehow mixed things up.

Another work that discusses naturalism as a precursor to the ‘I novel’ is Ritu-
als of Self-Revelation: Shishōsetsu as Literary Genre and Socio-Cultural Phenomenon
(also 1996) by another scholar for whom I have great respect, Irmela Hijiya-
Kirschnereit. She refers to the diversity of naturalism in Japan, and the ‘equally
imprecise European definition of naturalism’ (Hijiya-Kirschnereit 1996: 26). She
also refers to German works as models, along with works from other countries,
and she specifically comments on the reference Japanese naturalists made to the
‘French, German, and Scandinavian naturalists’ (Hijiya-Kirschnereit 1996: 27).
To encounter the term ‘German naturalists’ in a Japanese context is a rarity in
my experience, and is most welcome. However, I have to bring in a quibble, for
Hijiya-Kirschnereit goes on to say that Japanese naturalists considered a scientific
approach to be a distinguishing characteristic for the movement, and yet:

it is the very lack of analytical description and the relative neglect of hereditary
and environmental factors in shizenshugi works which distinguishes it markedly
from European naturalism. Japanese writers intended shizenshugi to express
their opposition to the all-powerful state and to feudal attitudes as well as their
fight to emancipate the individual.

(Hijiya-Kirschnereit 1996: 28)

I have several comments to make on this. First, it seems to generalise too much
about ‘European naturalism’. Second, it seems to place too much focus on de-
terministic naturalism, especially in Europe. And third, following on from the
second, it omits to state that some forms of naturalism in Germany and elsewhere
in Europe were also concerned with emancipation of the individual – albeit in a
less personal manner than the case in Japan.

Another more recent work that does set out to focus on naturalism is The Litera-
ture of Naturalism: An East-West Comparative Study (2004), by Kenshiro Homma.
In his A History of Modern Japanese Literature (1980), the short chapter on nat-
uralism was firmly centred on Zola, but elsewhere in the work, in a section on
Takayama Chogyū, he made a passing reference to Nietzsche and his influence
on Japanese naturalism: ‘Influenced later by Nietzsche, Chogyū . . . eulogized
individualism, accepting instincts as they are, an idea which affected the litera-
ture of naturalism in a later period’ (Homma 1980: 45). Elsewhere in that book,
in his chapter on Katai, he also briefly acknowledged that Futon was modelled
on Hauptmann’s Einsame Menschen, though he did not follow up with details or
mention that it was a leading naturalist work in Germany (Homma 1980: 64).

In Homma’s 2004 work, however, he seems to have retreated into a hard-line
view to the effect that ‘if it isn’t Zolaesque determinism then it isn’t naturalism’.
In all his references in the book to Katai’s Futon he does not once mention Haupt-
mann, and in his discussion of Jūemon he refers only to the influence of Zola, not
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Ken Henshall 351

of Sudermann. In fact, there is no mention whatsoever of these two figures in
the book. The title of the book itself suggests a broad comparison, but Homma
only discusses, as Western naturalism, American and British naturalism, which
in my view are far less important to Japanese naturalism than are French and
German naturalisms. Through cross-comparison of various writers he necessarily
brings to light certain individual variations, but there seems to be no recognition
in his work of the fundamental diversity in Western naturalism at the level of
literary movement. I do agree with his opinion that Japanese naturalism became
characterised by personalised emancipation of the individual. One does, however,
grow weary of hearing that this is basically because ‘Japanese writers could not
understand Zola and his methodology’ (Homma 2004: iv). On occasion Homma
refers to naturalism starting in France with Zola and spreading to other countries
in Europe / the West, but he does not discuss the all-important diversity of natu-
ralist forms within France and Germany. One is left with the impression that he
assumes these countries simply adopted Zolaism.

Another specialist, this time on Katai rather than naturalism itself, is Miyauchi
Toshisuke, who died in 2001 but a collection of whose writings appeared posthu-
mously in 2003 as a work entitled Tayama Katai Ronkō (Essays on Tayama Katai).
In his essays Miyauchi refers to the influence of Zola on Katai in his early years,
then makes much of Hauptmann’s later influence on Katai, remarking on how
Katai paralleled the theme of Einsame Menschen in works such as Onna Kyō shi and
Futon. However, he does not specifically mention that Hauptmann was seen as a
leading figure in German naturalism. This potentially leaves the door open for an
uninformed reader to assume that Hauptmann’s influence might be a deviation
from naturalism.

Looking briefly at more generalised recent literary works (in no particular or-
der), there seems to be relatively little mention of naturalism, and when it is
mentioned, it seems to follow the ‘Nakamura’ line. One notes for example that
even the respected Kamei Hideo, in his Meiji Bungaku-shi (History of Meiji Lit-
erature) of 2000, makes only two brief passing mentions of naturalism, the first
conveying to the reader the idea that the dominant factor in Japanese naturalism
was determinism by heredity and environment, the second somewhat puzzlingly
referring to the ‘anti-subjectivity’ stance of the later naturalists (Kamei 2000:
21, 170). Another work with the same title and the same publication date, Meiji
Bungaku-shi (2000) by Ueda and Takimoto, gives a brief account of Zola-inspired
early naturalism, and regarding later naturalism refers to a greater social aware-
ness, an opposition to convention, and attempts to depict bluntly the animal
instincts in humankind. Overall this suggests a continuing Zola-centred concept
of naturalism, but with some deviation, and there is no discussion of German
influences.

Other recent literary scholars who mention naturalism in passing, in varying
degrees, and be they Japanese or Western, invariably omit to mention German
naturalism, or to draw attention to the variety of forms of naturalism in the West.
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352 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

Examples I have to hand include Dennis Washburn’s The Dilemma of the Modern
in Japanese Fiction (1995), in which he does give recognition to the variety of
naturalist forms in Japan, and suggests that Japanese naturalists did not necessarily
misunderstand what was going on in the West. He even goes so far as to say that
‘Though modern Japanese literature is characterised by the dramatic shift to
autobiographical confession, the use of one’s life as a literary source seems to
be more an extension of European naturalist theory than an abandonment of it’
(Washburn 1995: 150). This is all very welcome to me. However, he does not
expand upon this theory, refers to the ‘extreme complexity’ of the compression of
numerous movements in Japan, and then goes on to say of naturalism (seemingly
in Japan) that:

Its method was the pretense of a greater objectivity through detached, scientific
observation, and though it held that the fate of the individual was determined
by social and environmental factors, naturalist fiction nonetheless attempted to
foster a fundamental respect for the individual’s right to achieve autonomy and
self-realization. According to this view, literature was an instrument for social
change to achieve an essentially romantic vision of the individual.

(Washburn 1995: 151)

This apparent generalisation about objectivity and determinism, following his
comment about autobiographical confessional naturalism being an extension of
European naturalist theory, left me somewhat unsure as to his exact view on
naturalism both in Japan and the West. In any event, there is no specific reference
to the variety of forms of naturalism in the West, and no specific mention of
German naturalism.

Another and more typical comment on naturalism from another work I have
to hand is in Marvin Marcus’s chapter on ‘Tōson’ in Rubin’s Modern Japanese
Writers, (2001: 403–419). Marcus gives just a few lines to Japanese naturalism,
describing it as ‘loosely modelled on the literary realism of the French writer Émile
Zola’ (Marcus 2001: 405–6), as setting authenticity and sincerity as hallmarks of
serious literature, and, particularly through Katai, promoting confession, with
lasting consequences regarding self-representation. I do not take issue with any
of these points, but one does wish for greater detail. As it stands, even though it
is intended only as a passing comment, the reader is given no indication of the
diversity of Western and Japanese naturalisms, sees only the name Zola, and can
easily conclude that Japanese naturalism has gone off the track.

As mentioned earlier, I am concerned not just about what scholars think, for
they can debate amongst themselves, but also about what is presented to the gen-
eral reader (and some undergraduate students) who might not necessarily read
through a specialist work, and instead make use of entries in reference works.
These entries are usually written by ‘experts’, but I have my doubts in some cases.
For example, the lexical guide Gendai Yōgo no Kiso Chishiki (Basic Knowledge
of Modern Terminology) of 2002, in an entry on naturalist drama (shizenshugi
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engeki), remarkably fails to discuss explicitly the main home of its topic, Germany,
though it does mention Ibsen (as a Norwegian), and – confusingly without expla-
nation – the demise of the ‘Freie Bühne’. Instead we get the customary mention
of Zola, who had little to do with drama, and a mention of how naturalism spread
elsewhere (undefined), with no further qualification and thereby giving the im-
pression that Zola is really all one needs to know about naturalism. Similarly, a
dictionary of Japanese literature picked at random, the Jidai-betsu Nihon Bungaku
Daijiten: Gendai-hen (Period-based Dictionary of Japanese Literature: Modern)
of 1997, has merely a passing reference to naturalism, which focuses only on
French naturalism (moreover as though it were monolithic) before proceeding to
the customary negative appraisal of Japanese naturalism relative to that of France,
remarking that the Japanese movement lost its way due to obsession with esoteric
issues of philosophy and depiction.

I believe one major factor in this continued ‘Nakamura’ view is the complexity
and diversity of German naturalism as mentioned above. Strange things seem to
be happening in it, such as the emergence of a type of naturalism that is centred on
what we think of primarily as romanticism, when naturalism and romanticism are
supposed to be opposed. And at one point we have naturalism, which is supposed
to be impartial, allying itself with socialist political parties. Then we have a mix
of socially aware naturalism that focuses on urban lower classes, and an ‘escapist’
form of naturalism into the bosom of bucolic nature. And so on. It is little wonder
that German naturalism appears to be relatively little known and relatively little
understood – at least outside Germany, and certainly in postwar Japan. I suspect
some literary scholars consign it to the ‘too hard’ basket, but in most cases I think
it is simply a lack of awareness.

Many scholars, both Japanese and Western, have identified the important role of
Western writers in Japanese naturalism, but fail to add that many of these writers
– including key figures such as Hauptmann and Sudermann – were actually seen
as naturalists in their home country. This omission has the effect of marginalising
Japanese naturalism as somehow too far removed from Western naturalism to be
‘proper’ naturalism, when in fact that is not the case.

There is not just a lack of awareness of multi-faceted German naturalism,
but also of the diversity of forms of naturalism within Zola’s own circles. Zola,
Maupassant, Huysmans and Les Goncourt do share varying extents of common
ground, but they also show substantial differences. It is surprising, in this supposed
age of celebration of diversity, that so many people do seem to want to treat them
as the same.

Of course, as mentioned earlier, when it comes to naturalism, nomenclature is
certainly a related issue. The term ‘nature’ (or its equivalent in other languages)
and its derivates can encompass so many meanings it is open to a myriad dif-
ferent and potentially confusing interpretations, which is why (borrowing from
psychology) I personally favour subdividing broad isms where possible on the
basis of core conceptual models, such as ‘deterministic naturalism’, ‘socialistic
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354 The puzzling perception of Japanese naturalism

naturalism’, ‘bucolic naturalism’, and so forth. Or perhaps they could be based
on the main figure associated with a particular type of naturalism, such as Niet-
zschean naturalism or Zolaesque naturalism, though I can foresee problems when
a given author changes their stance, or multiple authors have similar views and
each claims to be the first to hold them.

Conclusion

I hope that I have been able to show that while the pseudo-scientific determinism
of Zola was the inspiration for early Japanese naturalism, ‘Zolaism’ was presently
replaced in the Japanese naturalist camp by other more enduring influences.
Some of these came from French naturalists who differed significantly from Zola,
notably Maupassant, but many came from naturalists outside France, especially
Germany, and it is these diverse inputs that helped form a similarly diverse later
naturalist movement in Japan. Not all of these influences were from recognized
naturalists, but many were, such as Hauptmann and Sudermann in particular,
and they need to be identified as naturalists for the sake of the integrity of Japanese
naturalism.

It is puzzling why Japanese naturalism generally continues to be seen as some
sort of failed attempt to reproduce Zolaism that ended up, in its later phase, a
long way removed from this supposed target. The evidence is clear that the later
naturalists had other inspirations in mind. In my view the Japanese literary world
needs to stop its continued and unjustified self-flagellation and recognize that
its later naturalism was not some deviant failure, but a richly informed literary
movement. It is not easy to grasp all the variant forms of naturalism in the West,
especially in Germany, but those of us who are Western should be leading the
way.
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