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REPRESENTATIONS OF POPULAR CULTURE IN
TANIZAKI JUN'ICHIRO’S IN PRAISE OF SHADOWS
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The years immediately following 1933 are customarily referred to as a
period of “literary revival,” In the first edition of the literary magazine
Bungaku-kai, Kawabata Yasunari asserted that “now there are indeed signs
of a revival in literature.” Almost certainly, Kawabata was referring to
“pure” literature (jun-bungaku) rather than the rival genre of “popular”
literature (taishu-bungaku). However, the single reason for the wide
popularization of taishu literature was the rapid development of mass
communications in the wake of the Great Kanto Earthquake, which had
precipitated on overwhelming rise in the number of publications aimed at
the mass market.

Tanizaki, who had made a significant contribution to the “literary revival”,

blamed the rise of popular literature for the failure of his own works to
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attract attention. “Ever since this started,” he complained, “I have been
completely ignored by the critics” Although keen enough to ask themselves
how best to guide the flood of popular literature, surprisingly few writers
and critics of the period gave any thought to the significance of the
phenomenon itself.

In this paper, I would like to consider “In Praise of Shadows” (In’ei
Raisan), in which Tanizaki, previously an ardent admirer of the West,
depicted the beauty of Japanese life. This work may be interpreted as a
statement of dissent against what Tanizaki regarded as the excessively
hygienic cultural structure which lay behind the boom in popular culture.

I propose to examine Tanizaki’s work in the light of contemporary
publications, which provide valuable clues to the cultural customs of the day.

At the outset of the revival, the literary divide lay between “pure” and
“popular” fiction. But in “In Praise of Shadows” Tanizaki sets the boundary
between literature and culture. Rather than crossing this divide, Tanizaki
shows how it may be defined from a writer’s point of view. The object of
this paper to clarify, by means of a comparison with publications, the place
of “In Praise of Shadows” within Tanizaki’s representation of popular

culture.
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