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The Sense of an Ending in Japanese Literature

b H ™

It has often been pointed out that one of the characteristics of haiku as a
verse form lies in its “open ending,” an ambiguous ending that leaves a great
deal unsaid. To some extent, the same may be said of Japanese literature in
general. Many literary works that have come out of Japan seem to provide no
firm sense of conclusion. The most obvious example is the work of Kawabata
Yasunari, who once said his novels “can be cut off at any point.” A story by
Kawabata normally ends so inconclusively that the reader is never sure
whether it has actually ended.

In sharp contrast, the Western literary tradition has always valued a work
with a logically constructed plot that produces the sense of a beginning, a
middle, and an end. After James Joyce and Marcel Proust, however, some
major Western authors began to depart from that convention, and this has
given rise to a number of studies on the implications of literary closure.
Those studies, varied as they are in emphasis and methodology, concur in the
belief that the form of a literary ending is closely related to the author’s way
of comprehending raw reality and giving a meaning to it.

The sense of an ending in Japanese literature is also tied to each author’s

outlook on life as well as to the philosophical, religious and cultural
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elements that formed the basis of Japanese life at his time. It is derived
from a combination of many complex factors, a study of which is beyond the
scope of this paper. What I have tried to do in the following pages is to
single out the endings of four major modern novels—-Hayashi Fumiko’s Horo—

ki, Nagai Kafu’s Bokuto kitan, Natsume Soseki’s Wagahai wa neko de aru,

and Kawabata’s Senbazuru—and see how each mode is related to the past
tradition of Japanese literature. The novel as a literary form originated in the
West; but a Japanese novel, insomuch as its writer is a Japanese, still shows
some characteristics of the native literary tradition, including the way in

which it ends.
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