
Most writers sit about feel ing that they were robbed when they don’t get it; Kazuo Ishig uro is
prob a bly the first writer, when he was told that he had been awarded the No bel Prize in Lit er a ture, to
sus pect that it was some kind of hoax. The same mod esty is char ac ter is tic of him both as a writer and
as a man.

I had the plea sure of meet ing him once at the of fices of Faber and Faber, who had just brought out
The Re mains of the Day, per haps his best-known work, which went on to win the Booker Prize in
1989.

“Hello, Mr Ishig uro.”
“‘Ish, please.” “I loved your book.” “Oh, it was noth ing. But I have been read ing your book.”
He wanted to talk about my work, not his own. Ishig uro can be com pared, as re gards his ac qui si- 

tion of the English lan guage, to Joseph Con rad or Vladimir Nabokov. Like them he came at the lan- 
guage which would be come his raw ma te rial from the out side. He doesn’t act as if he truly owns it. He
is merely look ing af ter it for a while, ad mir ing it and pol ish ing, and there is a pro por tion ate care and
pre ci sion in his treat ment of words. Ir re spec tive of the story he is telling, there is a po etic sen si bil ity
at work.

Andy Martin hails No bel Prize-win ner Kazuo Ishig uro, who has carved out a dis tinc -
tive iden tity in Bri tish lit er a ture

He approaches the language as a
connoisseur, a collector
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Ishig uro was born in 1954 in Na gasaki to Ja panese par ents. But the fam ily moved to Eng land in
1960 when his fa ther got a job as an oceanog ra pher in Sur rey. When his but ler pro tag o nist Stevens in
The Re mains of the Day takes a road trip around the coun try side of Eng land, ad mir ing the mod er a- 
tion of both cli mate and land scape, it is like Ishig uro him self tak ing a tour around the English lex i- 
con. The author be came a Bri tish cit i zen in 1982 but his ap proach to the lan guage and the cul ture re- 
mains that if not of an out sider than cer tainly a con nois seur, a col lec tor.

Ishig uro ap proaches the clas sic Bri tish em pir i cal stance in a spirit of scep ti cism. When you think
you know, you don’t know. He who knows does not speak, he who speaks does not know

The mak ing of Ishig uro as a writer was un doubt edly the Univer sity of East Anglia and the cre ative
writ ing MA presided over by Mal colm Brad bury and An gela Carter. His “dis ser ta tion” went on to be- 
come his first novel, A Pale View of Hills (1982). He was el e vated to the realm of Granta Best Young
Bri tish Novelists even be fore pub lish ing An Artist of the Float ing World (1986), which won the Whit- 
bread Prize. Both of these first two nov els have strong Ja panese el e ments: in the first a Ja panese
woman, trans planted to Eng land, is try ing to come to terms with the sui cide of her daugh ter. The sec- 
ond is ac tu ally set in Ja pan, in the post-Sec ond World War en vi ron ment, but it is a largely imag i nary
world, a tis sue of mem o ries and ideas, largely tak ing place in the head of the nar ra tor/artist, Ono.

What im me di ately stood out about Ishig uro’s work was his stylis tic min i mal ism, the kind of writ- 
ing that Barthes char ac terised as “de gree zero”. The aus ter ity of style is of ten mir rored in the re straint
and self con tain ment of the char ac ters. Stevens, for ex am ple, never fol lows through on his pas sion for
the house keeper Miss Ken ton out of a sense of duty. Oblique ness is com bined with sub jec tiv ity in his
nar ra tors.

Ishig uro grad u ated from the Univer sity of Kent with a de gree in English and phi los o phy and there
re mains a cer tain meta phys i cal dreami ness to his writ ing. The No bel judges praised his work for re- 
veal ing “the abyss be neath our il lu sory sense of con nec tion to the world”. Ishig uro is an anti-nat u ral- 
ist. He doses out del i cate ma te ri al ist de tails, al most out of re spect for the tex ture of more clas si cally
re al ist nar ra tives, but there is al ways a cer tain hazi ness or in de ter mi nacy hang ing over the truth-
value of any de scrip tions. Noth ing is quite what it seems at first glance. Dreams, delu sions and de cep- 
tions pre dom i nate.

Ishig uro’s ha bit ual use of the first-per son nar ra tor is ex em plary of his epis te mol ogy. There is no
“om ni scient nar ra tor”. Nar ra tors are lim ited in their range of sym pa thies and knowl edge of the sub- 
ject that is at the core of his story. Philo soph i cally speak ing, Ishig uro ap proaches the clas sic Bri tish
em pir i cal stance in a spirit of scep ti cism. When you think you know, you don’t know. He who knows
does not speak, he who speaks does not know.

This grad ual rev e la tion of a state of ig no rance un der pins Never Let Me Go, named by Time mag a- 
zine as the best novel of 2005. The novel is a hy brid of hor ror, sci ence fic tion and com ing-of-age nar- 
ra tive, darkly pop u lated by cloning and in vol un tary or gan do na tion.

The Buried Gi ant, Ishig uro’s most re cent work, rep re sents an other swerve in his tra jec tory, delv- 
ing, per haps al le gor i cally, into the dis tant past of Arthurian Britain, with sword and sor cery, and in- 
tro duc ing a third-per son om ni scient el e ment for the first time. But what per sists is the sense that, as
one of his char ac ters says, “the mist cov ers all mem o ries, the bad as well as the good”.


