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What in the world is going on with David Mitchell? His first three books, culminating with his masterful, time shifting novel Cloud Atlas all dazzled  the post-modern literary critics and theorists. 

But then he baffled this post-modern crowd when he wrote, of all things, “Black Swan Green”, a conventional, autobiographical-based coming of age novel. And now, if that wasn’t confusing enough for his critics, he next wrote The Thousand Autumns of Jacob De Zoet, a good, old fashion historical romance, the limitations of which he handles quite well. Generally, Mitchell does a good job with the mandatory set-scenes of the genre (as in the prisoner execution scene) and mostly avoids the genre’s question-and-answer trap (such as describing the loading and firing of the canons aboard the Phoebus). But, all the same, this still is an historical novel.   

So, what are we to make of this highly talented novelist? Is he, or is he not? Is he the post-modern darling of his first three novels, or is he, well, something else? His critics are now at best ambivalent. However, there are those who cannot withhold their love for The Thousand Autumns. These are the writers of dust cover copy; their undying love is without restraint. 

Let’s then look at the following six dust cover superlatives, and try to determine the true literary merits of The Thousand Autumns. In so doing, let’s also try to place David Mitchell in today’s world of creative literature. 

#1) PRODIGIOUSLY RESEARCHED. This is an easy one. This novel is certainly loaded with historical background.  Today, most novels, regardless of their genre, are well, if not thoroughly researched, as authors attempt to immerse the reader in the time period and social milieu of their novel.  Of course, an historical novel demands even more historical detail. Mitchell has written that the allure of this kind of detailed research was one of the benefits of writing his historical novel: “the historical novelist’s genetic code contains the geeky genes of the model maker – there is pleasure to be had in the painstaking reconstruction of a lost world.” The Thousand Autumns certainly does provide an exceptional profusion of historical background. We experience a close-up picture of both the Dutch trading concession of Dejima, and Nagasaki of the Tokugawa Shogunate. We are also subjected to the squeamish details of the 18th Century medical practices of breach birth delivery and of the removal of kidney stones. Clearly then, the blurb “prodigiously researched” is correctly applied.   

#2) HISTORICALLY EXACT.  This is almost fully correct, but I wouldn’t say all the history is entirely exact. Mitchell apparently sees the end of the 18th Century as a moment when the Dutch and other European colonialists, disrupted by the Napoleonic Wars, are finally pushed aside by the century long growth of the British colonial empire.  To emphasize this turning point, Mitchell brings in the Phoebus and it’s bombardment of Dejima some twenty-five years before it actually occurred. He is, however, able to contrast the corruption of the Dutch West India Company with the crisp military efficiency of the Phoebus’ British seamen, which further stresses this turning point. However, I believe he jumps the gun a bit when he describes 1799 as the moment when Japan’s age-old isolation is beginning to crumble. But all together, it seems that the novel is essentially historically exact, but shaded with some artistic license. In fact, Mitchell has written that  “perhaps this is the paradox that beats inside historical fiction’s rib cage: the ‘historical’ half demands fidelity to the past, while the ‘fiction’ half requires infidelity – people must be dreamt up, their acts must be fabricated, and the lies of art must be told.” 

#3) LUMINOUS PROSE. Yes, it is. Look for example at the description of the Shenadoah sailing from Nagasaki harbor. Also look at the poetic bird’s eye passage describing Nagasaki and its harbor. Luminous prose indeed! Or look at any of the many incidental flourishes that are not “luminous” as such, but are so vividly human. Take for example the minor passage of junior clerk Ouwehand joyfully describing to a Japanese interpreter how Arie Grote got married to a woman he did not love – each suitor having conned the other by pretending to be wealthy.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]#4) PERIOD PERFECT DIALOGUE. How do we know for sure? Does 18th Century Dutch seamen speech translate into Cockney English? Does Japanese speech translate into pidgin orientalism? And did the Dutch officers really speak so formally? In this latter case, perhaps yes. We do know that the better educated class of that time did speak, or attempted to speak, in the same formal manner in which they wrote. In contrast to today, we often write in the same informal manner of our everyday speech (this paper being an example). Mitchell writes, “to a degree, the historical novelist must create a sort of dialect – I call it ’Bygoness’ – which is inaccurate, but plausible. . . Commonly, shall is used more often than will; if-less conditional sentences appear (as in ‘Had I but seen him, I would have shot him stone dead’)” To protect the plausibility of “Bygoness”, he writes, the author must avoid that which “smacks of phoniness and pastiche if written in 2010”,  and of course avoid contractions and anachronisms. 

#5) TRUE TO LIFE CHARACTERS. And lots of them: Wikipedia stopped counting at 125. Although almost all are highly believable, a few are stereotypical (such as the feisty polymath, Dr.  Marinus), but many of the characters do live and breathe. Without any authorial presence in this third person narrative,  Mitchell makes effective and ironic use of a free indirect style with many characters’ thoughts contradicting the very words he had just spoken. Jacob is particularly well drawn. Although pious, pedantic and upright, Mitchell allows us to see him as a full, three dimensional character. A stubborn Dutchman if there ever was one, he also displays a tender, if ambiguous, love for Orito Aibagawa.

#6) MASTER STORY-TELLER. Briefly slow at the beginning, the plot quickly develops a decisive momentum. Writing in The New Yorker, James Wood noted that Mitchell’s “naturalness as a storyteller has to do not only with his vitality, but also with a kind of warmth, a charming earnestness. This is why he can so speedily get a fiction up and running, involve a reader in an invented world.”

Now for the plot summery (I’ll be brief). It is 1799, and Jacob de Zoet, a young clerk for the Dutch East India Company is newly arrived on the man-made trading “factory” island of Dejima, in the bay of Nagasaki. The self-isolating Japanese confine the Dutch to Dejima and strictly monitor them. Religious services are banned and Christian literature is confiscated on arrival. In Jacob’s case, he succeeds in concealing his family Psalter, which he retains throughout the novel. Although cunning when necessary, Jacob is above all an upright employee, and as such he is assigned to unearthing company corruption by running an audit of it’s books. Unfortunately the man he reports to is himself on the take. When Jacob confronts him with his dishonesty, Jacob is suddenly isolated without friends.

Jacob then finds himself isolated a second time: although wanting to be loyal to the girl he left behind, he falls in love with Orito Aibagawa, a highly trained midwife. He unfortunately is unable to express his love, and he cannot know whether Aibagawa would return it. But suddenly Aibagawa disappears. She is being held captive in a remote rural nunnery by the malevolently powerful warlord, Abbot Enomoto. Jacob had previously exposed the Dutch company’s corruption: he now needs to expose the corruption of Abbot Enomoto’s cult-like nunnery.

 But we’ve all read this novel, so we know how it all ends: continuing the underlying theme of the novel, honor and decorum finally and fully triumphs over corruption and perversion. 

Using the dust cover blurbs of The Thousand Autumns, I’ve attempted to uncover the novel’s post- modern credentials. The results, I’m afraid, are ambiguous. But even such an esteemed critic as James Wood is of two minds. He first praises Mitchell’s “. . . immense natural gifts: a vast range of characters; fabulously fluent and intelligent dialogue; scenes that are dramatically shaped but lack obtrusive manipulation; above all, an apparently effortless inhabiting of the Japanese context.” He then places Mitchell in what he calls late post-modernism, “which finds itself wandering. . . between tradition and novelty, realism and antirealism, the mass audience and the elitist critic.”  He concludes that The Thousand Autumns “is indeed a representative late post-modern document: [t]here is a confident profusion of narratives, [and] an often comic abundance of story-making. Although [it] is in many ways a realist novel. . . it’s very historical distance – it’s self-enclosed quality – represents an assertion of pure  fictionality.” But then, after all these compliments, Wood switches gears and concludes “. . . that the reader wants a kind of moral or metaphysical pressure that is absent and that has ceded all the ground to pure storytelling.” “The Thousand Autumns”, he writes, “is a kind of fantasy. Or rather, it is a brilliant fairy tale;” and no matter how skillful a novelist might be, he “can’t live off fairy tales.” Too harsh a judgment, I believe.
           
To conclude, let me ask again: what in the world is going on with David Mitchell? Clearly, Mitchell is creatively versatile and certainly versatility cannot be considered such a great literary sin. In fact, I think that creativity naturally craves experimentation and therefore searches for the genre that can most effectively express the story that needs to be told. Mitchell wrote that when he began to reconstruct Dejima in novel form, “I didn’t write a historical novel just for the heck of it – you’d have to be mad. Rather, only within this genre could the book I wished to write be written.” It seems then that the old, hoary Bauhaus adage of “form follows function” still applies to today’s literary fiction and to The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet in particular, with “form” being the novel’s genre and “function” being the novel’s story.     
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