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Haruki Murakami, according to the Paris Review, is “not only arguably the most experimental Japanese novelist to have been translated into English, he is also the most popular, with sales in the millions worldwide.  His greatest novels inhabit a liminal zone between realism and fable, whodunit and science fiction … [T]he Wind Up Bird Chronicle, perhaps his best known work outside of Japan, begins prosaically as a man’s search for his missing wife and then quietly mutates into the strangest hybrid narrative since Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy.”
 See, I thought that would catch your attention.  I read the Wind Up Bird Chronicle some years ago and am waiting to compare it to Tristram Shandy.
But now let us begin at the beginning.  
Murakami was born in 1949 in Kyoto, to a middle class family.  His father was a university professor who taught Japanese literature; his grandfather was a Buddhist monk.  His mother is variously described in the biographies as a literature professor or as a housewife.  When he was two, his family moved to Kobe.  Here, Murakami says (Paris Review) “As a high school student I fell in love with crime novels.  I was living in Kobe, which is a port city where many foreigners and sailors used to come and sell their paperbacks to the secondhand bookshops.  I was poor but I could buy paperbacks cheaply.  I learned to read English from those books and that was so exciting.”  
 In an interview with The Guardian, Murakami said that he disappointed his parents.  “I didn’t like to study too long.  I just wanted to do what I wanted to do.  I’m very consistent.”  Apparently – notes one reviewer – in none of his books does the lead character have a live, present, positive father or mother.
Murakami was a Theater Arts student at Wasedo University in Tokyo in the late Sixties.  Here he, says, his parents “expected me to go to a good school and get a job at Mitsubishi or something like that.  But I didn’t do that.  I wanted to be independent.  So I opened up a jazz club [in Tokyo] and got married when I was a university student.  They were kind of unhappy about that.”  He named the club Peter Cat, after his own pet.  He went heavily into debt to open the club.
One day in 1978, while watching a baseball game, it occurred to him for the first time that maybe he would write a novel.   His first book, Hear the Wind Sing, won a new writer’s prize in Japan.  Today he does not allow that novel to be sold outside of Japan because he says it was an unimpressive youthful effort. 
More books followed and in 1981 he sold the bar to make a living as a writer.  In 1987, he wrote an intentionally commercially attractive novel, Norwegian Wood, which sold more than three million copies in Japan.  This was his first best seller. 
Since then, he has written 14 novels which have been translated into 46 languages, as well as three volumes of short stories and some essays.  Several of his novels and short stories have been made into movies or plays in Japan, England, and the United States.  He also has translated into Japanese some American novels by Raymond Chandler (or perhaps Raymond Carver – the biographies disagree), Tim O’Brien and F. Scott Fitzgerald.  He writes his own novels in Japanese and has several different translators who turn his books into English. 
In 1991 he started as Associate Researcher at Princeton, and became an Associate Professor in 1992.  In 1993 he moved to Santa Ana California to teach at William Howard Taft University.  In 2001 he moved back to Japan.  
Today he is Japan’s most widely recognized intellectual and has won just about every prize Japan has to offer, as well as some international prizes.  Kafka on the Shore won the World Fantasy Award for Novels in 2006.
Murakami is also notably reclusive.  He has homes in Hawaii, Japan, and a third place he calls “Over There.” This is where he goes every morning to write his novels.  
Here is his daily routine.  He wakes up every morning at 4 am, writes until noon, and spends the afternoon training for marathons: he runs ten kilometers or swims for fifteen hundred meters, or both.  Then he relaxes, reads, or listens to music, and turns in at 9 pm.  He has no children, and he is still married to the same wife.  He spends about six months on the average first draft and then another seven or eight months rewriting each of his novels. 
Here are a few of his observations from various interviews:
On contemporary literature, he offers the view that literature today cannot be like literature of the 19th Century, because – he says – the problem is time.  Today the leisure class does not have the time for big books; there are so many other pulls on time including the internet, movies, and music.  So fiction must change to “grab people by the neck and pull them in.  … I think video games are closer to fiction than anything else these days.”
On the specific topic of Kafka on the Shore, he observes that the main character is based on his own memories of what it was like to be a fifteen year old boy.  He remembers his days as a boy in Kobe, the smell of the air, the green of the trees.  Kobe, he says, is by the sea and next to the mountains.  
On his own start as a writer: “When I was twenty nine, I started to write a novel out of the blue.  … I didn’t know how to write in Japanese – I’d read almost nothing of the works of Japanese writers – so I borrowed the style, structure, everything from the books I had read – American books or Western books.  As a result, I made my own original style.”
Even today, he has no friends who are writers.  He does not write literary criticism.  He says “I think that my job is to observe people and the world, and not to judge them.”  He says he wants to maintain distance between himself and other writers.
When he was at Princeton, he notes, “there was a luncheonette, and I was invited to eat there.  Joyce Carol Oates was there and Toni Morrison was there and I was so afraid I couldn’t eat anything at all. …”
With regard to Western influence in his books he says “When I write about people eating a McDonald’s hamburger, Americans wonder, why is this character eating a hamburger instead of tofu? But eating a hamburger is very natural to us, an everyday thing.”  So, he suggests, the features that we might view as a Western influence are simply a reflection of life in contemporary Japan.
When I read his books they seem to me very much like the movies of Hiyao Miyazaki, particularly Princess Mononoke and Spirited Away.  The Paris Review interviewer asked Murakami “Have you seen Hayao Miyazaki’s anime film Spirited Away?  It seems to me there are certain similarities to your books, in that he also manipulates folk material in contemporary ways.  Do you enjoy his movies?”  To which Murakami replies, “No.  I don’t like animated movies.  I saw just a little part of that movie, but that is not my style.  I’m not interested in that kind of thing.  When I write my books I get an image, and that image is so strong.”
Indeed, during the course of the Paris Review interview Murakami asserts he is not unduly Western, and also denies any form of influence by Japanese literature, Japanese manga or Japanese folktales. Clearly he wants to think of himself as utterly original, artistically self-made.
But we at the Novel Club know that no man is an island – Not even a man from the notoriously and literally insular culture of Japan.  I look forward to our discussion.  

[bookmark: _GoBack][Coda:  I am informed by people who know that Kentucky Fried Chicken is very popular in Japan.  I don’t know about Johnny Walker but recently Suntori bought Jim Beam.]
