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[Excerpt]

In the formation of Japan’s modern literature, a series of stories
emerged, which can be labeled as “tabisaki no koi” or romantic encounters
on the road (see, for instance, Ogai’s “The Dancer,” Kyoka’s “Holy Monk
of Mt. Koya,” Kafii’s “A Strange Tale from East of the River,” and
Kawabata’s “The Izu Dancer”). A typical story line is like this: A man
from Tokyo takes a trip to overcome the stress of modern urban life. He
meets a beautiful woman on the road and develops a certain romantic
intimacy. However, he abruptly ends his underdeveloped relationship with
her and goes back home alone. The short-lived romance on the road,
however, helps him overcome his stress and reenergizes him.

During the trip the protagonist meets a woman representing
traditional beauty. He expresses his love for tradition through the
beautification of this traveling companion and at the same time he
distances himself from tradition by taking it as something to be enjoyed
only in the transient space of travel and not as a part of his modern life. The
strict separation between modern reality in Tokyo and fantastic travel
allows the protagonist to internalize the alternatively binary logic of
western modernity.

Love stories stressing the tabisaki-no-koi pattern finally died down
when Japan became one of the leading players of the world economy in the
1980s: from that period on, people have been more interested in pursuing
something other than modernist life visions. Along with this change,
stories about traveling couples have been transformed. These new kind of
stories no longer respect the binary distinction between urban living space
and romantic traveling space: Instead, protagonists living in big cities act
as constant travelers through their daily reality.

Tawada Yoko’s “My Groom is a Dog” is one of the most articulate
examples of this new trend. The protagonist starts to live in the outskirt of
a Tokyo suburban subdivision. She opens a cram school and a lot of
children from the center of the subdivision commute to her school. She is
popular, not because of her skills as a teacher but for her storytelling skill,
with which she amuses her students with stories like a princess marrying to
her servant dog. She is a nomadic stranger (suddenly arriving in the region
by riding a mountain bike with sunglasses and pink tank top on) and an
unordinary cultural melting pot mixing cosmopolitanism (reading novels
in Polish) with traditional knowledge (of lesser known Japanese
folklores). By accepting her, the regional people’s sense of reality
becomes unstable, confusing the dichotomy between cultural center and
periphery and between the value of study and play. This teacher’s
unconventional mode of being amplifies its scandalous tone when she
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suddenly starts to live with a stranger, who oddly behaves like a dog. The
story later reveals that this newcomer used to be an ordinary white-collar
businessman; he changes drastically after an attack by a group of dogs. He
then quits his job, leaves home, and starts to wander the streets. His change
is indicative of an ordinary person’s hidden desire today—a desire to be
free from social conformity and to become a traveler through life. The
couple further diversifies their carefree lifestyles by nonchalantly
violating the modern code of sexuality. At the end of the story, the man
leaves his girlfriend and travels with a male lover he has been dating, while
the woman closes her school in the middle of the school year and leaves
town, taking one of her female students as her new companion.

Travel in the tabisaki-no-koi stories in the early stage of modern Japan
functions as a dichotomously integral part of the protagonist’s modern
identity. In contrast, in recent fiction, like Tawada’s story, travel indicates
the sense/sensation coming from the protagonist’s walk through a realm
that constantly blurs life visions stabilized by modernity’s binary
semantics.





