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Fusing Images of Osaka and Kyoto:

Ashikari and Junichiro Tanizaki's Theory of Japanese Culture
SHIBATA Shoji

KEYWORDS: Osaka, Kyoto, temperament, cultural tradition, shadow

Junichiro Tanizaki moved to Japan’s Kansai region in the aftermath of the Great Kanto
Earthquake of 1923. He remained there for many years and continued to publish after writing his
famous novel Chijin no Ai (Naomi). Many scholars have analyzed how Tanizaki’s move to Kansai
and experiences there influenced his work. In fact, examinations of Tanizaki’s work from his time
in Tokyo reveal that he was uncomfortable with people from Kansai even before moving there.
Tanizaki’s writings reveal that he felt that Osakans were more aggressive and open-minded than their
counterparts in Tokyo. In early novels, such as 1912’s Demon, he depicts female characters with a
temperament similar to the one he encountered in Osaka. While adapting to life in the Kansai region,
brash, aggressive female characters came to feature more frequently in Tanizaki’s work. Naomi is a
typical example.

In contrast, Tanizaki regarded Kyoto, a city with long-established cultural traditions, as a noble
and elegant world. In Ashikari, Tanizaki fuses together images of Osaka and Kyoto to create a hybrid
world in which Osaka’s garishness coexists with the elegance of Kyoto. In the book, the narrator
visits Yamazaki and hears a strange story from a man he meets at the riverside about his father and two
women. One of the women, Oyu, had a graceful beauty and lively but brash effervescence. According
to the man, Oyu developed a strong attachment to the narrator’s father. In other words, she embodies
the duality found in Ashikari, which fuses Tanizaki’s images of Kyoto and Osaka. Importantly, the
tale is set in Yamazaki, a hybrid space located between Osaka and Kyoto where the cultures of both
regions overlapped and intermingled.

During the early stages of his life in Kansai, Kyoto did not feature prominently in Tanizaki’s
work. Gradually, however, it came to appear in many of his stories. Praise of Shadows is evidence of
that fact. The story is an exaltation of Japanese culture, wherein that culture is described using images
of shadow and darkness. The culture that he describes, however, is not that of Japan in its entirety
but of Kyoto. In addition, rather than discussing Japanese culture in relation to that of the West, he

contrasts the traditional culture of Kyoto with modern Japanese urban culture.



