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Introduction: The Literature without Imagination

After the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905, upward mobility declined in Japan, thereby depriving
many young men of the chance to become a “self-made man” (32 & (H 1 risshin shusse). During the first
decade of the twentieth century, entrance exams for high schools under the old education system grew
increasingly competitive, which left many applicants with crushed hopes. Of the young people who did
manage to pass the entrance exam and progress to further education, many still struggled to secure the
career they sought.! Thus, Japan had a preponderance of young men locked out of an upward career path.

The question was how to integrate these young men into adult society. Regarding this matter, Bin Ueda
(_EH 1Y) stated the following in 1905, the year following the end of the Russo-Japanese War:

The population of educated but proletarians is growing at an alarming rate. The implications of this

phenomenon over the decades should hence be of concern to anyone with an interest in social

matters. Whether this rising force can ever be held in check by the old mores of pre-Restoration
times is doubtful.?
Many of the “educated but proletarians” (8(H D & 2 HEFE : kyoyo no aru musansha) identified writing
and publishing as a way to make a living. Among these literary young men was Hakucho Masamune (1
% H K), who later reflected on the time he embarked on fiction writing as follows:

I decided to become a writer and started penning my own novel for the first time in my life. I did

so because I needed money to cover my medical or food expenses. At the time, the Yorozu Choho

newspaper (/& 73) issued a weekly call for short stories, offering 10 yen as a prize.’

Thus, Japan had entered an age in which those excluded from the career escalator could eke a living by
writing fiction.

Meanwhile, concerned by all the young men who did not conform to traditional values, the postwar

Japanese government tightened moral governance of students. On June 9, 1906, the Ministry of Education
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issued its first order for “enforcing morals among students.”* The order highlighted the problem of
morally wayward students, who “indulge imaginings, thus neglecting their duty to better themselves.””
To address the problem of students who “indulge imaginings,” the order called upon universities and
schools to control the content in libraries accessible to students.®

The ministry order was issued against the backdrop of a rise in literary naturalism. Writers of naturalist
were calling for curbs on fantasy in literature. Having garnered attention as a young flagbearer of
naturalism, Masamune Hakucho included an intriguing foreword in his 1907 debut compilation of short
stories, titled “Red Dust” (L : kojin). Admitting that he had once been transfixed by the novel
Hakkenden (J\ K/z5) as a child, he stated the following:

I no longer believed that the world was colored by the five-color threads as I did when I was

transfixed by Hakkenden. (...) Everything in this world had become colorless and dull. But I still

had to make a living, and for that I had to work. Thus, six years after graduating from Waseda, |
started writing about this and that.”
In this foreword, Masamune declared that his stories in Red Dust had nothing to do with any fantasy world
in his head and that he had simply written them as a means to make a living. Red Dust would therefore be
deemed harmless material for students beset by “indulge imaginings;” it would not encourage their idle
fancies.

Masamune had thus declared that the world of fantasy was all but lost. His belief was emphatically
represented in “Whither” ({ifL-~: Doko-e).® The protagonist is Kenji, a “shuddering” young man who,
beset by ennui, struggles to find a way forward in his life. While young people who indulge in fantasy
have become a problem, “Whither” tells the story of young man alienated from the world of imagination.
Set in a post-Japan-Russo-war climate in which young people’s imaginary pursuits are curtailed, the story
depicts a monochrome world stripped bare of imagination.” In the first part of the current work, the author
argues that imagination was not entirely obliterated in Whither, that some nascent traces remained. In the
second part, how these traces, in time, gestated into a creative fantasy genre that gained traction among
publishing businesses of the time, and how this genre placed children at the center of the story are
examined. Finally, this study focuses on a new wave of novelists who rose to prominence after literary
naturalism dissipated and discusses how this post-naturalist authors made fantasies involving children into
a literary theme.

Despite the fact that, in the years following the Russo-Japanese War, literary naturalists told stories of
young men who could find no new way forward in their lives, they also sought to revive the role of fantasy
in literature through the medium of child characters. Children thus became the protagonists who made

their way in the world.
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1. Child Characters and the Publishing Business

In Whither, Kenji yearns for a better life: “Pleasure must lie in some corner of the world somewhere.
If only I could find it.” (Masamune, Whither, 1). However, unable to escape the suffocating world of his
family and friends, Kenji starts daydreaming about the possibilities that opium could offer, saying, “Or
could pleasure lie in opium?” (Masamune, Whither, 1). The “corner of the world” Kenji wants to find is
not any actual location. Rather, it may be a place that does not exist in the real world, a place that exists
only in the imagination: “If I smoked opium, I will be transported to heaven on earth.” (Masamune,
Whither, 3). However, as he walks along an alley, Kenji beholds an out-of-the-ordinary “world” before
his very eyes...

Kenji halted in his tracks and made for Kojimachi. Arriving in Oda’s neighborhood, he wondered

whether he should pay a visit. In a window on the second story of a three-story building appeared

a woman with rings in her dark ears. Beside her was a pigtailed man wearing a green apron. They

were chatting loudly in a strange tongue. From a clothing shop nearby emerged a tall, white Western

clad in a fur coat and with a dog in tow. The Chinese couple seemed amused by the sight of this
lady. Broken groups of children flocked around her. The lady whistled, spluttered out some words,

and petted her dog. Out of the shop came a fat man, and the couple strode off together in a

ceremonious fashion. The Chinese couple then retreated from the window. Kenji had been

transfixed by this spectacle, but the townscape now returned to its usual humdrum state and a dusty

wind lashed his face. Kenji shuddered and pressed ahead (Masamune, Whither, 14).1°
When Kenji entered the vicinity of the residence of his friend Oda, a perfectly ordinary vista that he was
used to seeing in his everyday life, he witnessed something very out-of-the-ordinary. He saw foreigners
in the alley: a woman with earrings, a pigtailed man, and a fur-clad lady.!! The figures disappeared in a
trice and the townscape returned to its usual humdrum state. However, in that fleeting moment at least,
Kenji inhabited a lively, vivid world. His apathy and nihilism were suddenly replaced by fascination and
enchantment. What was this world that had flashed before Kenji’s eyes so suddenly and had disappeared
just as quickly? In Whither, the meaning of the fleeting spectacle is never spelled out. However, if we
relate it to Kenji’s daydream about opium, we can perhaps unpack the meaning.

The daydream featured stereotypes of China. “Lighting a spirit lamp, reclining on the sofa, inhaling
through the long pipe, and then sinking into a slumber, the Chinaman crossed the boundary into the very
oblivion that his poetic forebears had once dreamed of. Kenji set off toward China to get a whiff of the
opium. He believed he might find therein the promised land of Canaan” (Masamune, Whither, 3).'?

Whither is far from the only text that associates opium with China. Such association was a prominent
trope in European orientalist literature. Take the following passage from chapter 15 of Oscar Wilde’s The
Picture of Dorian Gray for example:'?

It was a small Chinese box of black and gold-dust lacquer, elaborately wrought, the sides patterned
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with curved waves, and the silken cords hung with round crystals and tasseled in plaited metal
threads. He opened it. Inside was a green paste, waxy in luster, the odor curiously heavy and
persistent.

Dorian, the protagonist, had kept his opium concealed in a “Chinese box.” After smelling the odor of the
opium, he heads to an opium den by the Thames and inhales opium through a pipe. The opium den is
inhabited by “some Malays.”'* Orientalist tropes such as these also appear in Whither. When Kenji saw
the Chinese couple in the second-floor window, he was, perhaps, momentarily projecting his desire to go
to China and smoke opium onto the real world.!> As for the appearance of the Western woman,'® this
may represent how Kenji’s perception of opium was informed by the very same orientalism that informed
Western perceptions of such.

In this way, “Whither” retains a trace of orientalist fantasy in the world inhabited by the listless youth
Kenji. Masamune, the young naturalist writer, set out in the starkest of terms his idea that the fantastical
realm had been lost, and his protagonist in Whither embodies a young man who has lost the fantastical
realm. Hence, the story depicts a realm of fantasy in a refracted manner.

Meanwhile, a new literary domain in which fantasy was actively sought was emerging. Masamune
himself engaged with this domain. After graduating from Waseda, he worked in an editorial position at
the university press but quit after a year. “I continued to live the carefree life of one dwelling in shabby
lodgings with the job I had, in which I worked on some 56 publications that Fuzambo published under the
direction of Professor Tsubouchi (¥FPN3iH i Shoyo Tsubouchi). The publications included world
literature digests and literature collections for youth. I also translated short stories.”!” Tsubouchi had
helped Masamune get a job in publishing, thus allowing Masamnue to make a living after graduation. In
that job, Masamune won the esteem of Tsubouchi “by producing plain-language translations for a young
readership of two or three of the stories in Arabian Nights.”!®

The professor, who served as the reviser, lamented the dearth of Japanese literature for young

people and urged me to specialize in writing for young audiences, saying, “You’re great at writing

stories for boys. You should consider making a career of it.” I indulged the professor by answering

that I would certainly think about it, but in truth I had no appetite for being what in the literary

nomenclature of the time was termed a “fairytales” writer.!”
Masamune translated Arabian Nights, and his translation was published by Fuzambo (& ILIJ5) in
December 1902 under the title “The Mysterious Fish” (R Ei& D f: Fushigi no Sakana). The title was
the first volume in a Tsubouchi compilation titled “Stories for Boys from Around the World” (Z) 4t 5
e E: Shonen Sekai Bungaku Sosho). From Tsubouchi’s statement about the dearth of Japanese
literature for boys, we can surmise that he had identified a gap in the market, that is, a new business
opportunity in publishing youth literature. Nonetheless, Masamune had no appetite for being a writer of
“fairytales.”?® When Masamune mentioned “fairytale writer,” he probably had the likes of Sazanami
Iwaya (f£4/]ME) in mind. In April 1904, the year before The Mysterious Fish was published, Iwaya had
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compiled the 29th volume of “World Fairytales” (1533 ibgr: Sekai Otogibanashi). The volume was
titled “Aladdin’s Lamp (Arabian Tales)” (%1% D8 - #lifi] b #i D8 Kitai no Yoto - Arabia no Bu). In
a comparative analysis of Masamune and Iwaya’s translations, Hideaki Sugita (42 FH 5 H]) notes that
Masamune’s translation “resembles Iwaya’s translation to a high degree in both content and style.”?! Thus,
although Masamune remained uninterested in inhabiting the “fairytale” domain that Iwaya had created,
he was well aware of Iwaya’s oeuvre.

In this children’s-stories genre, where Iwaya was active and in which Tsubouchi was interested,
imaginative curiosity was given free rein in the name of learning about the world. World Fairytales was
Iwaya’s project to compile fairytales from around the world. The series ran for over 100 volumes. The
first volume had been published in January 1899 by Hakubunkan (1 3CfE) under the title “The World’s
Beginnings: Ancient Tales” (M5 D ui- Ky DES: Sekai no Hajimari - Taiko no Bu). The 100th volume
was published in February 1908 under the title “Southern Dog, Northern Dog: Southern American Tales”
(FA RALKR-FF 7 A U 51 OER: Minami Inu Kita Inu - Minami Amerika no Bu). It was not just the fairytales
of the world that were full of magic and wonder; the world itself was also presented in imaginative,
fantastical ways. Iwaya served as chief editor of a boys’ magazine called “Boys’ World” (/>4 15t :
Shonen Sekai), the debut issue of which was published in January 1895. The debut issue included a
foreword titled “Message upon the debut publication of Boys’ World: Greeting the Year 1895 ( [/ 44
o FERIOEE IR NEZ ) 9 : Shonen Sekai hakkan no ji: Meiji 28 nen o mukau). The message
informed readers (addressed as “my dear young men”) that they were “about to take to the world’s new
stage as young subjects of a glorious and mighty nation.”?> The “world’s new stage” was the imaginative,
fantastical world that the series depicted.

Iwaya also edited a series titled “Reading Books of the World for Boys” (V&1 J 5 AK: Shonen Sekai
Tokuhon) and published by Hakubunkan. The second volume was titled “China and Korea, Siam and
Persia, and the Countries of the Orient” (CHREAME EFEW T K HFEASE: Shina-Chosen Shamu-
Hashi oyobi Toyé Kakkoku)?. For the “China” chapter, Iwaya made a point of adding expository content
about opium as follows:

Opium is a solid substance, but when inhaled it appears like blackish molasses. There are retailers

who sell opium by the ounce. People do not smoke opium standing as they do with tobacco; they

rest their head on a rigid pillow and inhale as hard as they can. (...) Being an ingredient of morphine,
opium brightens the person’s mood, but over time it spreads toxins around the body, resulting in an
addiction known as a disease of the heart.?*
The exposition included a photograph captioned “a place where opium is consumed.”? The picture
showed a pigtailed man lying down with an opium pipe. The photo starkly evinces an orientalist
imagination that associates opium with China.

Masamune never ventured any further into the business of publishing stories for boys. However, while

Masamune rejected this path, another protégé of Tsubouchi’s chose it, Mimei Ogawa (/)»)I|AF). In

36



T. UBUKATA/ Meiji University Asian Studies Vol. 6-7 (2025) 32-45

September 1904, Tsubouchi let Ogawa, still a student at Waseda, contribute a story for the magazine
Shinshosetsu (F1/]Nin), marking Ogawa’s debut as a novelist. The story was titled “Wandering Urchin”
(BRI Hyore-Ji). Ogawa then started co-editing a children’s fiction magazine with Yumeji Takehisa
(77/A % ). The magazine, titled “Boys’ Library” ("4 3CJ#: Shonen Bunko) and published by Waseda
Bungaku Sha (- H SC5241), was a project of Hogetsu Shimamura (4743 H). The debut issue was
published in November 1906. The naturalist movement that had brought Masamune to prominence petered
out after some years, and anti-naturalist novelist Jun’ichiro Tanizaki (4% —ER) made his debut in 1910,
thereby marking the start of a wave of writers who were unwedded to naturalism. Mimei Ogawa and
Miekichi Suzuki (£ K = E 75) were part of this post-naturalist zeitgeist. The rise of Ogawa and Suzuki
was mentioned in an article that Ishizaka Yohei contributed to the January 1913 issue of “Empire Literature”
(7 [E| 3L Teikoku Bungaku). Titled “Last Year’s Literature” (WEAE D SCHE: Sakunen no Bungaku), the
article referred to their activities as follows: “With naturalist literature having had its day, the works
published in 1910 and early 1911 encompassed a jumbled mixture of new phenomena, which collectively
amounted to a post-naturalist trend. (...) In late 1911, all these new currents coalesced into a single
direction.”?® Ogawa and Suzuki, as is well known, would go on to lead the field of children’s fiction in
the Taisho years (1912 to 1926).

While is the fact that fantasy and imagination were being discouraged in young men in the years after
the Russo-Japanese War is true, that works of fantasy and imagination were on the rise in the world of
children’s fiction is also true. On the “Children’s Literature” (/0 4E 3 %5%: Shonen Bungaku) series
published by Hakubunkan in 1891, Ai Maeda (Hij %) notes that, while the first of the 32 volumes
consisted of Iwaya’s “Koganemaru the Dog” (Z 73#3a L), the 32 volumes as a whole consisted mostly of
historical fiction, stories about famous historical figures, and other biographical or legendary accounts.
Regarding such content, Maeda states, “In the early days of children’s literature, stories of famous
historical figures and events were deemed to be useful genres for cultivating human resources who prove
useful assets to the nation.”?” Maeda further argues the following:

Children were expected to learn from historical and legendary role models the sort of life choices

they should make in the future and to access texts that would inspire them. As adults-in-waiting,

they were expected to have already familiarized themselves with the norms of the real world. To
lose themselves in make-believe stories was to squander the precious time they could be using to
grow up.?®
With “make-believe stories” (ZE48H) 72958 kiiso tekina monogatari) being absent from circulation in
the Meiji years, publishers of children’s literature in the years after the Russo-Japanese War identified this

absence as gap in the market that offered a fresh business opportunity.
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2. Children as Boundary-Crossers

In his later years, Masamune reflected as follows: “The literary naturalism I had espoused lasted no
longer than two or three years. It left Seika and me as flowers that never bloomed in glory. We left no
lasting legacy.”?® While the rise of literary naturalism in the years after the war had brought Masamune
and Seika Mayama (5 |/ %) to prominence, it had no lasting hold over the next wave of novelists.
Jun’ichiro Tanizaki, Mimei Ogawa, and Miekichi Suzuki dealt in the very flights of fancy matter that were
verboten to naturalism. The characters who inhabited the fantasy worlds in these stories were children. In
“The Modern Era of Children’s Perception” (F £ & #8l D #1{: Kodomo Kan no Kindai), Kazue
Kawahara (Ji]J5UF1£Z) analyzes the worlds depicted in the stories in Suzuki’s fairytale magazine “Red
Bird” (JRVNS: Akai Tori) and in Ogawa’s stories, concluding that their works depicted “children who
were good, vulnerable, and pure” and as such disseminated “a romantic conception of children as innocent
beings.”*® As for Tanizaki, however, the children in his works were quite different from the innocent
beings that adults expected them to be.

In December 1910, Ogawa released a fairytale collection called “Red Boat” (R MI: Akai Fune),
published by Kyobundo (5L 3L ). In the foreword, Ogawa declared his commitment as a writer to keeping
alive his childhood fantasies, saying, “The world is home to hundreds of millions of people. I am one of
them. The fantasies I imagined as a child are more and less what you will read in this book.”! In the
collection’s eponymous fairytale, Red Boat, the protagonist is a girl enamored by the organ and piano.
The sound of the organ makes the girl think of “a foreign land beyond the vast, vast ocean,”*? while that
of the piano was like “the sound of wind whirling over the main or the sound of the waves lapping the
shore”™ to her ears. In other words, the organ and piano are media through which the protagonist imagines
the faraway West.

Tanizaki was no stranger to fairytales either. The concept of a “fairytale” features in “The Boy” (/4
Shonen), a story he contributed to the June 1911 issue of Subaru (A 73/V). In “The Boy,” the protagonist,
who is also the first-person narrator, visits the Hanawa household to see his schoolfriend Shin’ichi. Behind
a Japanese building on the Hanawa premises lies a Western-style building. When the boy nears the
Western-style house, he hears a piano being played on the second floor. The sound weaves “thousands of

colored threads of imagination™*

in the boy’s mind. “Sometimes I imagined tree faeries giggling in a
forest. Other times I imagined a throng of cavorting dwarves, the like of which appear in fairytales.”*> As
in Red Boat, there is an overlap between fairytales and the West; the latter is imagined as a fantastical
place, a place of forest fairies and dwarves.

Thus, in both Ogawa’s Red Boat and Tanizaki’s The Boy, fairytales serve as a medium for presenting
an exotic, mystical West. However, the two stories differ markedly in how the protagonist perceives this
Western world. In Red Boat, the protagonist, a girl named Tsuyuko, sees an eponymous “red boat” that is

“bound for the beautiful land beyond the Pacific.”*® All Tsuyuko can do, though, is stare at the vessel
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from afar: “The boat was far from me. All I could see were its red strips, its fluttering flags, its thick
funnels, plumes of black smoke rising from the funnels, and its three tall masts.”*’ To Tsuyuko, the West
(the red boat) was a faraway and unreachable; it remained a fantasy world that you could not enter in
reality. By contrast, to the protagonist in The Boy, the West (the Western house) is a place one can enter.
The boy is a protagonist who can cross the boundary into the West.

The worlds depicted in children’s fiction have many kinds of boundaries.*® To get from his school to
the Hanawa household, the boy has to cross two boundaries: “Going straight from Arima School, crossing
Nakano Bridge, and passing through the imposing iron gate of the long-long wall.”*° In the Hanawa

740 stands between the Japanese-style building and Western-

premises, “a line of tall elms and hackberries
style building. Along this boundary lies “a muddy puddle, not quite a bog or pond, that might once have
been a well.”*! By crossing these boundaries, the boy fancies that he can cross from the real world to one
of fantasy.

In The Boy, a “boundary-crossing child” is also a “make-believing child.”** At Shinichi’s house, the
boy engages in make-believe play with Shin’ichi, Senkichi (another friend), and Mitsuko (Shin’ichi’s
sister). In this make-believe play, the boy crosses a further threshold:

“What did you steal and where from? Come on, open up!”
Shinichi thus began his make-believe interrogation. Staying in character, Senkichi bragged about
his make-believe crimes; he had stolen five bolts of cloth from Shirakiya and some fish sticks from

Ninben, and had tricked the Bank of Japan into giving him banknotes.

“That so, huh? You dirty scoundrel. Bet you’ve done other bad things too. Murdered anyone, have

you?”’

“Yes, I have. I killed a masseuse on the Kumagaya levee and stole their purse, which contained 50

ryo. I spent the cash on a trip to Yoshiwara.”

Senkichi’s improvised response was so elaborate that I supposed he had taken his lines from a

doncho theater or karakuri puppet show.*’
In their make-believe “cops and robbers” (JE£§ 2> Z: dorobo-gokko) game, the boy, Shin’ichi, and
Senkichi cross the boundary between childhood and adulthood. They conjure up real-world settings
(Shirokiya, Ninben, and the Bank of Japan) and everyday commodities (cloth, fish sticks, and banknotes).
The settings are places where adults frequent. In their play, the children become grownups and engage
with the kind of objects that grownups would engage with. What a real adult would ordinarily buy in these
locations, a “grownup” child steals, thereby crossing the boundary of the law. The play also features the
kind of lines used in a donché theater (#%1E & J&) or karakuri puppet show (il X #175), thus denoting
that the children had effortlessly inverted reality into a piece of theater.

Mitsuko then joins the boys in a make-believe “vixen” game (JN Z -2 Z: kitsune gokko) in which the
“piece of theater” (£ ¥ ¥: tsukuri mono) is upgraded into an elaborate and vivid world of fiction. As a

vixen in the game, Mitsuko is bound as a prisoner. The sight of the bound “vixen” sparked a memory in
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the boy: “I recalled an illustration in a woodblock print showing a young shogunal retainer colluding with
his friends to rob a beautiful lady.”** The bound Mitsuko was, to the boy’s eyes, “suffering like the Snow
Princess in the Golden Pavilion.”* Thus, in the make-believe play with the boys and Mitsuko, reality was
turned into the kind of world depicted in woodblock (X #K: kusazoshi) illustrations and kabuki plays.

In this way, the children use make-believe to cross the boundary between childhood and adulthood and
that between reality and fiction. The make-believe depicted in The Boy also has an element of sexual
pleasure: “I felt overwhelmed by a queer kind of pleasure, the likes of which I had never experienced.”*
Because the make-believe involves the acquisition of sexual body, it does more than cross the boundary
between childhood and adulthood; it blurs the boundary.*” While still a child, the boy becomes a sexual
being, dissolving the dichotomy of the child as an innocent being and the adult as a sexual being.

In the ultimate instance of such boundary-crossing and -blurring, the boy breaks into the Western
building and is transformed from a human being into a candlestick by Mitsuko. This transformation
features another reference to a fairytale. Taking the form of candlestick, the boy listens to Mitsuko’s piano
playing. “I listened with rapture to the wondrous music like someone in The Magic Violin.”*® “The Magic
Kokyu” (F#7)VE5: Ukare Kokyii) was a Swedish fairytale included in the 37th volume of Iwaya’s
World Fairytales, which was titled “Swedish Tales Part 1: The Magic Violin” (5D E )i
A7 Sueéden no Bu Kami: Ukare Kokyit) and published by Hakubunkan in 1902 and 1903. Thus, The
Boy’s tail of a boundary-crossing boy drew inspiration from the fantasy tale that Iwaya had introduced in
World Fairytales.

Conclusion: The Power of Imagination

Reminiscing about his childhood, Tanizaki described how moved he was by Iwaya’s works...*

Iwaya Sazanami contributed Shin Hakkenden to Stories for Boys in January 1898, spring of the

Earth-Dog year. [ was 13 then. That was the story that introduced me to the joy of fiction. It taught

me to savor to the full the joy of conjuring up a fantasy world and absorbing myself therein.>
In these memoirs, Tanizaki gives us an idea of the kind of fantasy tale that had the power to inspire people.
With fantasy being “something in which people can absorb themselves,”! fantasy tales present readers
with that out-of-the-ordinary world. Readers can go back and forth between the real and fantasy realms
and sometimes break down the everyday norms that underlie the real world. When fantasy tales involve
children, they make children the ones who do the make-believing and playing and sometimes cast a child
as the protagonist who acts upon the world. Tanizaki’s novels cast children as protagonists who cross over
to the fantasy world.

Fiction that, in this way, casts a child as the protagonist can be seen as a forerunner to fantasy literature.
If this was the case for Japan’s “modern” era, then it is all the truer for Britain in the late-Victorian and

Edwardian era. In the case of Japan, the fairytale magazine Red Bird was a significant contributor to the
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rise of the children’s-literature genre. Red Bird made its debut in 1918. By comparison, children’s
literature in Britain enjoyed its heyday in the 1860s, as exemplified by the publication of Lewis Carrol’s
Alice in Wonderland 1865. Children’s literature then started evolving into a fantasy genre with the rise of
Edith Nesbit at the end of the Victorian era.’> The final part of the current work discusses Edith Nesbit’s
The Story of the Treasure Seekers, which has parallels with Tanizaki’s The Boy.>*

Published in 1899, The Story of the Treasure Seekers was Nesbit’s first novel for children. The
protagonists are the Bastable children, named Dora, Oswald, Dicky, Alice, Noel, and Horace Octavius (H.
0.). In the story, the children go on a treasure hunt in an effort to restore the family fortune, which Mr.
Bastable had lost following a business failure. The story is narrated in the first-person by one of the
children. Like the child protagonists in The Boy, the Bastable children frequently engage in make-believe
play.

An example of such play can be seen in the following passage from chapter six. During an excursion
in a Greenwich Park, the children pretend to go on a bear hunt:

Alice whispered:

‘I see the white witch bear yonder among the trees! Let’s track it and slay it in its lair.’
‘I am the bear,” said Noel; so he crept away, and we followed him among the trees. Often the
witch bear was out of sight, and then you didn’t know where it would jump out from; but sometimes

we saw it, and just followed.

“When we catch it there’ll be a great fight,” said Oswald; ‘and 1 shall be Count Folko of Mont

Faucon.’

‘I’ll be Gabrielle,” said Dora. She is the only one of us who likes doing girl’s parts.

‘I’ll be Sintram,” said Alice; ‘and H. O. can be the Little Master.’

‘What about Dicky?’

‘Oh, I can be the Pilgrim with the bones.’
The roles the children play (the bear, Count Folko of Mont Faucon, Gabrielle, Sintram, the Pilgrim with
the bones) are characters from “Sintram and His Companions,” a work of Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué.
Originally published in German in 1814, an English translation soon followed and circulated widely in
the Anglosphere.* From the hunt-the-bear scene, we can surmise that Sintram and His Companions
exerted significant influence on children’s imagination.

During their game, the children find a wall in the park. In the wall is a door, through which the children
go. On the other side, they find a girl who looks like a “china doll.” Noel introduces himself to the girl,
saying, “I’m Prince Camaralzaman.” Prince Camaralzaman is the protagonist in an Arabian Nights tale
called “The Adventures of Prince Camaralzaman and the Princess Badoura.” In the midst of the make-
believe play, Noel had thus recreated the world of Arabian Nights, and the girl was happy to join in with
the children’s imaginative role-playing.

Thus, The Story of the Treasure Seekers features children who, having read novels, are familiar with
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various fictive worlds and who recreate these in their imagination. The treasure hunts the children go on
is itself a make-believe pursuit. Role-playing as adults who have a responsibility to make money, the
children are engaging with the real world through fantasy. In other words, make-believe is an occasion to
project a fantasy world onto the real world. While having to live in the real, workaday world, the children,
as the agents of make-believe play, can be protagonists of a fantasy world. This fantasy world is adjacent
to the world of magic: when the children in The Story of the Treasure Seekers pass through the door in
the wall, they enter the world of Arabian Nights.

E. Nesbit’s novels depict children who imitate adults but who inhabit a world different from the adult
world. The children relate to the adult world through make-believe play, and such play ultimately
transforms the ordinary, workaday world into another world, one filled with brighter prospects.

In E. Nesbit’s novels, the protagonists are children who, through play, cross the boundary between
reality and fantasy, and in which their fantasy world has an impact on reality. Her oeuvre became the
forerunner to creative fantasy literature, significantly shaping a later generation of writers of fantasy
literature, not least of whom was C. S. Lewis. In the case of modern-era Japan, a further wave of fantasy
novels, not just the children’s stories Iwaya’s World Fairytales and Red Bird, was required for fantasy to
eventually become established as a literary genre.”> However, the fact that the moments of fantasy that
first made an appearance in Tanizaki’s The Boy traced a similar path that in late-Victorian and Edwardian
Britain remains the case.

With the modern era witnessing the proliferation of publishing businesses and the circulation of fantasy
literature, children started having access to fantasy stories, thereby encouraging more stories featuring
children who play in a make-believe world. By letting their imaginations run riot, the boundary-crossing
children star as the heroes in a new world.
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