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Foreword 

 

James Dorsey, Dennis Washburn 

Dartmouth College 

 

 The Association of Japanese Literary Studies held its annual conference in October 2005 

at Dartmouth College.  In the call for papers we set the theme as “Reading Material: The 

Production of Narrative, Genres, and Literary Identities.”  It was our hope that participants 

would not only elucidate various types of “reading materials,” but also that they would “read” 

the very materiality of the cultural artefacts and phenomena they addressed.  The scholars who 

answered this call and made their way to Hanover for that weekend did just that, exploring in 

exciting and productive ways the relationship between the content of literary texts (fictional 

narratives, history, poetry) and the materials by which those texts are produced and disseminated.  

For their research they drew on a wide range of theorists.  Some referred to Walter Benjamin, 

particularly his groundbreaking “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 

(1936), to consider links between technological advancement and the formation of subjectivity.  

Others referenced Maeda Ai and his portrait of the modern reader forged by the new print culture 

of Meiji (Kindai dokusha no seiritsu, 1973) or Benedict Anderson who, in Imagined 

Communities (1983), theorized the relationship of a shared body of texts and a sense of national 

identity.  Still others drew on Peter Kornicki’s history of textual production (The Book in Japan, 

1998) or took inspiration from Shomotsu no kindai (1992), the study of publishing practices and 

their influence on modernity.  We were fortunate enough to have the author of this work, Kōno 

Kensuke, with us at the conference. 

 Twenty-seven papers were presented at the conference, and fifteen of them are included 

in this proceedings.  Though not an exhaustive record of the ideas and arguments put forth, the 

essays here are fully representative of the work of the conference.  In order to highlight some of 

the connections that emerged in the course of our discussions, the editors have taken the liberty 

of arranging the essays in three parts.  Part One, “Reading at the Margins: Mapping the Flows of 

Publishing and Distribution,” includes five essays that explore the functions of literary texts 

outside the geographic and ideological centers of Japanese intellectual life.  The scholars 

included in this section reveal how the physical location of production and consumption 

influence both the textual meaning and cultural significance of literary works. 

 Part Two is titled “Reading the Fine Print: Literature and the %@#Materiality 

of %@#Print.”  The symbols suggestively included in the heading for this section are meant to 

call the reader’s attention to the kinds of material details of print culture so often overlooked, but 

demonstrated by the essays represented here to be of great importance.  All the contributors in 

this section reveal the cultural dynamics behind the subtle traces left as words and ideas are cast 

into new manuscript copies, emerging media, unconventional punctuation practices, radically 



 

viii 

different political regimes, and alternative writing technologies. 

 The third and final section is “Reading the Visual: Projecting Image Into Text.”  The 

essays here address the interface between modern technologies of visual imagery (photography, 

television, film) and the literary text.  Each interesting in its own right, taken together these four 

essays are a convincing argument for the vast potential for discovery through the convergence of 

media.  These proceedings close with the conference keynote address given by Jordan Sand: 

“From Everyday Life to Print: On the Production of Two Genres of Text in Modern Japan.”  It is 

a fitting way to close the volume.  Sand’s essay analyzes two heretofore largely unexplored 

genres that attempt to “read material”: the non-professional personal histories (jibunshi) that, by 

striving to shed any semblance of intellectual manipulation, sought to capture human lives “as 

they were” (ari no mama), and the “graphic compendia” which transcribed social phenomena as 

graphs, charts, and sketches representing various aspects of the concrete realities of everyday life.  

Together these fifteen essays are a fine introduction to the art of “reading material” and how it 

might be done with sources from the Japanese cultural tradition. 

 Of course the conference and these proceedings could not have come to be with the help 

of various parties.  The editors would like to thank first and foremost Eiji Sekine, whose 

foresight, hard work, and gentle humor have inspired and sustained the Association of Japanese 

Literary Studies since its inception.  We also thank Mr. Gerard Bohlen; his assistance with the 

logistics of the conference greatly contributed to its success.  These proceedings were made 

possible in part by financial support from various sources at Dartmouth College: the Office of the 

Provost, the John Sloan Dickey Center for International Understanding, and the Office of the 

Dean of the Humanities.  The editors express their deepest appreciation to these and all who 

contributed to this endeavor. 

 

 


