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Contextualizing Izumi Kyoka in the Contemporary World: A Study of Three 

Works and their Commentaries 

Shirakata Yoshika 

 

 

 It is well-known that Izumi Kyoka’s literary works were strongly influenced by pre-modern 

literature. However, that is not to say that Kyoka was a writer who turned his back on his times. 

Although Kyoka’s creative sensibilities led him to incorporate pre-modern literature into his 

writing, he also had a keen interest in contemporary life and responded to this in his work. This 

book focuses on these aspects of Kyoka’s literary texts. 

 There are many elaborate empirical studies of Kyoka’s works including, in particular, detailed 

examination of the relationship with pre-modern literature. In contrast, the relationship between 

Kyoka and the contemporary era has been largely overlooked until now. This book looks at three 

of Kyoka’s works, namely, Kintaiki, Reizo, and Koi Nyobo. The issue of how these works 

incorporate contemporary topics has been either ignored completely, or addressed only partially. 

 As the temporal gap between the present and the Meiji and Showa eras widens, the task of 

understanding Kyoka’s thinking and the context in which he wrote his works becomes increasingly 

difficult. Therefore, it is essential to fully recognize the magnitude of this temporal difference and 

analyze carefully his use of language. In this book, we draw on commentaries examining the 

vocabulary used in Kyoka’s works, situating texts within a historical context and, moreover, 

exploring themes and characters as transhistorical objects reflective of Kyoka’s individual style.  

The following is an overview of each chapter. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on Kintaiki (1899). This 

work depicts the story of a wicked, famous, and beautiful woman named Sagara Rei (Orei), who 

get into a conflict with the tenants of a self-owned and dilapidated tenement house. In the end, they 

are murdered. Chapter 1 contextualizes it in the present day. Focusing on a tobacco plant named 

“Isabella” that appears at the beginning of the text, it is shown how Kyoka references the 

contemporaneous Spanish–American War and the historical Queen Isabella, two elements 

associated with tobacco that are used in the portrayal of Orei. 

 In Chapter 2, we discuss Orei’s character via analysis of commentaries from the time of writing. 

In this work, the “Ezo brocade obi sash” presented by tenant Urasato to Orei, which is also taken 

up in the title, is clearly a “fake thing.” The meaning of Orei wearing this “fake thing” is examined 

in relation to Orei’s character within the larger context of Kyoka’s discourse and other works. It 

argues that the actions and vanity of Orei, a character from the lowest classes of society, are 

represented as detached from the common sense of the present. In conclusion, we argue that this is 
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a work that compassionately depicts the life of this woman as a beautiful and “fake” Ezo brocade 

sash. 

 In Chapter 3 and 4, we analyze the work Reizo (1907). This work begins with the attempted 

double suicide of a former millionaire and his wife Miwako, which is mistaken as a murder.  

 In Chapter 3, we contextualize the story, showing first that the setting for the story is Kanazawa, 

which is Kyoka’s hometown. Moreover, characters are clearly modeled on acquaintances of Kyoka 

from Kanazawa. Next, we examine the incorporation of contemporary topics. Previous research 

has explored how newspaper articles referenced in the work are depicted as “scandal 

devices”１aimed to incite a mob, and considered the narrator’s detached perspective towards this. 

Using this, Kyoka incorporates, and offers a critique of, the frenzy surrounding the “Noguchi 

Osaburo” incident and the wild excitement this produced in society at the time . 

 In Chapter 4, we focus on the rescue of Miwako by men on elephants. In the text, the scene of 

the rescue drama is referred to as “Hell,” and likened to the Buddhist world. This suggests the 

interpretation that, upon escaping from this world, Miwako and the others riding the elephants, 

arrive at “chikusho-do”, or the domain of animals, as punishment for fulfilling a love not accepted 

by the world. The material for this “rescue drama,” we argue, is based on a scene set in India from 

Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days. 

 In Chapter 5, we examine Izumi Kyoka’s Koi Nyobo: Yoshiwara Kaji (1913). This work is about 

the revival of Yoshiwara, which has been destroyed in a fire. We first examine the representation 

of the “Edo atmosphere” while highlighting similarities with Kyoka’s other works. Then, we 

examine material from the contemporary period used in this work, such as the “Great Yoshiwara 

Fire.” In the end, it is suggested that Yoshiwara, which was destroyed in this fire, was revived as a 

place akin to the “promised land” by Oryu, a character typifying Edo “Ikihari” (refinement and 

strength of character). However, the future suggested here is very different from the post-fire 

reality of Yoshiwara that has fallen into decay. In this chapter, we also examined the experience of 

the ideological double suicide of the female protagonists in the work. Furthermore, through 

comparisons with the reflections of Nagai Kafu—who, like Kyoka, loved the atmosphere of Edo 

and the charm of the former Yoshiwara—we conclude that the depiction of an ideal Yoshiwara 

removed from reality, which incorporates the topics of the era without being bound to reality, 

constitutes the characteristic feature of this work. 
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