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Introduction
Back in 1991, Paul Waley described the city of Tōkyō as a “city of 
stories,” a definition that emphasizes the Japanese capital’s ability 
to provide the backdrop and materials for multiple narratives. Tōkyō 
does indeed hold tremendous narrative potential, as shown by the 
stories set and inspired by its urban fabric and dynamics, both in 
modern and contemporary times. I do not speak of early modern 
times here, since “Tōkyō” famously made its first appearance 
in conjunction with the Meiji Restoration (1867/1868), when an 
imperial rescript was issued declaring that the Emperor would 
administer government affairs from Edo, which was later renamed 
Tōkyō (although for the first two decades, the city was known as 
Tōkei, an alternative reading of the kanji compound for “Tōkyō” 
東京 [Eastern Capital]). Edo boasted rich literature that portrayed 
specific parts of the city, its moods and unique atmospheres, and 
the character of its denizens. The hanjōki (chronicles of prosperity), 
which, drawing on Chinese pleasure-quarter literature (Pastreich 
200), recorded the flourishing of Edo urban culture in the nineteenth 
century, were still very popular just before the Restoration. Works 
such as A Record of the Prosperity of Edo (Edo hanjōki 江戸繁昌記, 
1831–1841) by Terakado Seiken (1796–1868) exerted substantial 
influence over the writers of the next generation, who chronicled the 
growth of Tōkyō’s demimonde while borrowing styles and motifs 
from their predecessors. Although the transition from the Tokugawa 
(1600–1868) to the Meiji era (1868–1912), and thus from Edo to 
Tōkyō, was marked by an encounter with foreign civilizations 
(especially the recently discovered “abroad” represented by Europe 
and the United States, on one hand, and the rediscovery of China 
on the other), and the term “modernization” often appears as an 
equivalent to “Westernization,” the culture of early-modern Japan 
represented a necessary complement to the transformation taking 
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place in the second half of the nineteenth century; Edo was no longer 
conceived as a merely physical space, but as a concept that provided 
insights into metaphorical images—sometimes similar, sometimes 
contrasting—of the condition in which modern Japan found itself.1 
Such a conceptualization of Edo culture entailed a gradual process 
of rhetorical construction that has been summarized as “Edo-as-
tradition,” (Gluck 262) a definition that situates the reinterpretation 
of the recent past and its reconfiguration within modern Japan in 
the framework of Hobsbawm’s theory of the invention of tradition. 
While foreign professionals from Europe and the United States 
(oyatoi gaikokujin) were hired with the purpose of planning and 
supervising the renewal and rebuilding of the most representative 
districts of Tōkyō (Burks 187), which were those conducive to 
showcasing the Japanese capital’s political and economic power 
(Smith 53), the city’s former state also played a role in forming its 
modern outlook; the images pertaining to it thus frequently appear 
grafted onto earlier ones.

The process of radical transformation that Tōkyō underwent 
from the late nineteenth century onward was paralleled by the way 
its urban structures were perceived and represented in literature, but 
this is quite a natural coincidence. In Japan and in other countries 
alike, the “city” has often emerged as a trope of modernity, the 
visible, physical, systematized expression of the characteristics and 
contradictions of modern life, while literature (one thinks of Dickens 
in London, Baudelaire in Paris, or Joyce in Dublin) inevitably 
turned to the cityscape in order to decode, construe, and represent 
it on the premise that, however obscure and labyrinthine the urban 
fabric may appear, it was and should still be legible. To some 
extent, Tōkyō’s spatiality was organized into structures defined by a 
foreign architectural vocabulary; besides, its social and cultural life 
conveyed the influence of a rhetorical construction of Edo on one 
hand and the memory of a past obliterated by modernization but still 
cherished by the people on the other. Therefore, in the eyes of many 
intellectuals, the Japanese capital came to embody a multiplicity 
of ruptures—between modernity and tradition, urban and rural, 
young and old, exogenous and endogenous, and so forth—and, as a 
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consequence, the mutual inconsistencies of the notions of cityscape 
(which refers to the city as it is) and mindscape (meaning the city 
as it is perceived) have triggered a number of literary inspirations 
throughout its history. The city, organized in accordance with the 
principles of rationalization (Park 14) and distribution (Foucault 
141) but, at the same time, endowed with significance inasmuch 
as it allows people to fully experience the urban space, and to live 
it through the meanings and symbols associated to it, (Lefebvre 
49) provides a revealing prism for the investigation of those very 
principles, meanings and symbols, with the purpose of unveiling the 
mechanisms underlying modernization and the modern condition.

The City in Literature, Literature in the City
But of what, precisely, does the relationship between literature 
and the city consist? Does the city appear in literature merely 
as a background, or as a representation of the characters’ moods 
and thoughts? And how did the city of Tōkyō relate to Japanese 
literature between the second half of the nineteenth century and the 
first decades of the twentieth?

In literature, the city can be imagined, described, staged, 
deconstructed, and resisted, and the case of literary Tōkyō fits easily 
within all these patterns of representation. However, this is hardly 
a one-way relationship; it is instead a circular flow, for there is also 
literature in the city, a number of processes of image-formulation 
and canon-formation that are heavily and decisively influenced 
by their taking place in urban environments. Literature critically 
engages the city, while, in turn, the city directly engages literature. 
Roughly speaking, the first paradigm of the relationship between 
city and literature pertains to the way the former is seen in the 
latter, whereas the second regards the action of urban structures and 
mechanisms upon the literary field. The two, however, often coexist 
and intertwine to such an extent that it is not possible to think of one 
without taking into account the other.

Furthermore, a literary representation of the urban is by no 
means a fixed or permanent one; since the city, and in particular the 
city of Tōkyō, is fluid, ephemeral, and ever-changing, its reflections 
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in writing are multilayered and multifaceted, conveying narratives 
that can take on different significances depending on readership, 
context, and time. This means that a single representation can 
influence later readings of the same space in the city in different ways, 
coloring both the writer’s and the readers’ evaluations of it, thus 
shaping their experience in the “real” space—and, of course, future 
representations. The hanjōki mentioned above provided readers of 
the Meiji period with a set of references to the entertainment districts 
of Edo, but the image that the description of a certain neighborhood 
evoked in those who read it while it was still flourishing would 
differ greatly from that summoned up in the mind of a reader for 
whom that part of the city had long faded. In the preface to his New 
Chronicles of Yanagibashi (Ryūkyō shinshi柳橋新誌, 1860, 1874), 
Narushima Ryūhoku (1837–1884), who was perfectly aware of the 
ephemerality of the urban landscape, showed a deep understanding 
of city dynamics; commenting on the decline of Yoshiwara and 
Shinagawa, the same places that Terakado Seiken had celebrated 
a few decades before, he compared it to the then ongoing growth 
of Yanagibashi: “What accounts for this rise of Yanagibashi? It is 
due to the decline of Fukagawa.” (Fraleigh 6) By noticing that the 
flourishing of one part of the city naturally took place at the expense 
of another one, the author revealed an exceptional ability to detect 
the changes occurring in the city and to identify their causes; such 
sensitivity towards urban spaces would also inform his foreign 
output, as shown by the intense and cogent descriptions in Diary of 
a Journey to the West (Kōsei nichijō航西日乗, 1872–1873) of the 
cities that he visited abroad, and would account for his enormous 
popularity among the young writers of the late nineteenth century, 
whose works were often influenced by his opus. He compared, for 
example, Paris to Edo, pinpointing a number of similarities and 
inspiring later literary representations of the two cities. Similarly, 
echoes of his descriptions of Tōkyō can be found in many works 
written in the decades following the composition of New Chronicles 
of Yanagibashi. Fukagawa, for instance, epitomizes the decline of 
Edo culture in the short story The Song of Fukagawa (Fukagawa no 
uta深川の唄, 1909) by Nagai Kafū (1879–1959), setting that part of 


