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How Kyoto is Depicted in the Novels of OOKA Shohei:
The Landscape that Spoke to his Solitude and Love

AEMF FA

Abstract

This paper deals with two individuals who were not originally from Kyoto
nor travelers to Kyoto, who made their home there nonetheless: OOKA Shohei
(1909-1988) and TOMINAGA Taro (1901-1925). Both were raised in the
Shibuya district of Tokyo. How did these two people, dedicated to literature
and hailing from Japan's modern capital of Tokyo, view and think about the
former capital Kyoto in their youth? The old capital has its own particular
charm, stemming from its wooden bridges. This charm is reflected in the
epigraph of OOKA’s Seishun (“Youth,” 1934), which comes from a poem by
TOMINAGA, who died young. From his earliest days there, then, OOKA was
hyperconscious of the differences between his hometown and his adopted city.
These feelings were refined in the extreme situations OOKA faced over his
decade-long stay there, including his service in the Second World War, and the
suicide of his “old friend,” SAKAMOTO Mutsuko. OOKA's long residence in the
land of his “rebirth” produced the literary work Kurokami (Black Hair) in

1961. Its female protagonist decides to go on living rather than kill herself,
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inspired by the canals of Kyoto which flow north — the opposite direction of the
water flowing down into the basin from the surrounding hills. This serves as a

verification of OOKA’s description of Kyoto as a place of “regeneration.”
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