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RASH
ÅŒ
MON AND SEVENTEEN OTHER STORIES

RY
Åª
NOSUKE AKUTAGAWA
(or, in the Japanese order, Akutagawa Ry
Å«
nosuke) continues to be read and admired today by virtually all Japanese as one of the country's foremost stylists, a master of the modern idiom enriched by a deep knowledge of both the classics and the contemporary literature of Japan, China, and the West. Born in Tokyo in 1892, he was raised in a family steeped in traditional Japanese culture, learned English at an early age, and proved himself a brilliant student in Japan's foremost educational institutions. He began setting up and writing for student publications at the age of ten, and even before he graduated from Tokyo Imperial University (now University of Tokyo) in 1916 with a degree in English literature, his contributions to university magazines were recognized for their accomplished style. He supported himself as a teacher of English for a little over two years, but the great demand for his stories and essays enabled him to resign his post in 1919 and concentrate on his writing. Soon he began to have doubts about his reliance on Japanese and Chinese classical materials in his fiction, and he responded to requests for more autobiographical work by revealing his own anguish as the child of a madwoman, a frail youth torn between his adoptive and biological fathers, a compulsive reader frightened by real life, a conscientious family head oppressed by his responsibilities, a devoted husband and father wracked by guilt for his extramarital affairs, a relentless intellect unable to find peace in religion, and a paranoid personality afraid of being overwhelmed by the insanity he was sure he had inherited from his mother. When he ended his own life in 1927 at the age of thirty-five, he left behind a unique body of stories marked by imagistic brilliance, cynicism, horror, beauty, wild humor, and icy clarity.

JAY RUBIN
has translated S
Å�
seki Natsume's novels
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Å�
and
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and Haruki Murakami's
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,
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, and
after the quake
. He is the author of
Injurious to Public Morals: Writers and the Meiji State
and
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, and the editor of
Modern Japanese Writers
. He began his study of Japanese at the University
of Chicago, where he received his Ph.D. in 1970, and has been a professor of Japanese literature at the University of Washington and at Harvard University.

HARUKI MURAKAMI
(in Western order) has written eleven novels, ten volumes of short stories, and more than thirty books of nonfiction while also translating well over thirty volumes of American fiction, poetry, and nonfiction since his prizewinning debut in 1979 at the age of thirty. Known in the English-speaking world primarily for his novels
A Wild Sheep Chase
,
Hard-boiled Wonderland and the End of the World
,
Norwegian Wood
,
Dance Dance Dance
,
The Wind-up Bird Chronicle
, and
Kafka on the Shore
, Murakami has also published commentary on the 1995 Tokyo subway sarin-gas attack in
Underground
, and edited a book of American, British, and Irish fiction,
Birthday Stories
. His works have been translated into thirty-four languages.
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Note on Japanese Name Order and Pronunciation
All Japanese names hereafter are written in the Japanese order, with family name first. The author is known in Japan as Akutagawa Ry
Å«
nosuke, and the writer of the Introduction as Murakami Haruki. These have been given in the Western order on the cover and title-page because of their greater familiarity in the West and as standard in library cataloging and book lists.

Some Japanese names and terms have become so familiar in recent years that an elaborate guide to pronunciation hardly seems necessary. Specific cases where there might be confusion have been annotated. Unfortunately, one specificâ€”and especially convolutedâ€”example is the name of the author himself, so here are some guidelines:

All a's are long as in “father,” and u's tend to disappear between unvoiced consonants. Thus, “Akutagawa” sounds more like “Ak-ta-ga-wa” (four syllables) with a slight stress on the “Ak.”

Japanese “r” is a light tongue flap, almost a “d” as in a British “very.” “Ry
Å«
” is only one syllable long, which can be approximated by using that tongue flap to pronounce the middle part of “incre(du)lous.” The “u” between unvoiced consonants (“suke”) gets lost here, too, and e's are short as in “Kevin.” So we have what sounds like three syllables: “Dy
Å«
noss-ke,” with equal stress on the “Dy
Å«
” and the “noss” but slightly less on the “ke.”

Macrons have been included to indicate long syllables but have been eliminated from the place names To
Å�
ky
Å�
, Ky
Å�
to,
Å�
saka, and Ky
Å«
sh
Å«
.
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Chronology
1868 Two and a half centuries of “centralized feudal” rule under the Tokugawa government of warrior-bureaucrats comes to an end with the “restoration” of the emperor to a position of theoretical sovereignty; the country is opened to the West; and the modernizing Meiji Period
1
(1868â€“1912) begins. Born in the 25th year of Meiji, Akutagawa will become the quintessential writer of the liberal Taish
Å�
Period (1912â€“26), and his suicide in the 2nd year of the Sh
Å�
wa Period (1926â€“89) will be widely seen as marking the defeat of “Taish
Å�
Democracy,” as the forces of repression and imperialism move toward the Second World War.

1892 I March: Akutagawa Ry
Å«
nosuke born in Tokyo, the third child and only son of father Niihara Toshiz
Å�
(1850â€“1919), dairy owner, and mother Niihara (nÃ©e Akutagawa) Fuku (1860â€“1902). According to East Asian astrology, born in the hour of the dragon (7â€“9 a.m.) of the day of the dragon of the month of the dragon of the year of the dragon, he is named Ry
Å«
nosuke (“dragon-son”). His sisters are Hatsu (1885â€“91) and Hisa (1888â€“1956).

Mother goes insane in October, and will be kept hidden upstairs in the Niihara house until her death. Ry
Å«
nosuke taken into the childless household of Fuku's brother, Akutagawa D
Å�
sh
Å�
(1849â€“1928), a minor official in the Tokyo government's internal affairs division, his wife Tomo (1857â€“ 1937), and Fuku's sister Akutagawa Fuki (1856â€“1938), in Tokyo's drab industrial Honjo ward, east of the Sumida River. Aunt Fuki is primary caregiver. Family uses Akutagawa surname for the boy, though legally he is Niihara. Of
minor samurai origins, the family is not wealthy but surrounds him with books and traditional arts.

1894 Family begins regularly taking him to Kabuki and other theatrical performances.

1894â€“5 Sino-Japanese War.

1898 Enters elementary school. Outstanding student, but frail, and frequently bullied. Mother's sister Fuyu (1862â€“1920) bears half-brother Tokuji (d. 1930) to his father. Over the years much close contact between the Niihara and Akutagawa families. Adoptive father retires, and enjoys traditional Itch
Å«
bushi singing,
go
, bonsai cultivation, and haiku.
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