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The Fate/ Franchise as a Post-Genre Genre
Japanese Urban Fantasy and the Social Terrain of the Early Digital Age
Part One
The Rise of Kinoko Nasu: A cultural autopsy
The cultural relevance of Kinoko Nasu is more or less self-evident. This much can be demonstrated with three words: “Fate/Grand Order.” This game has solidified its place in the top ten highest grossing mobile games of all time and is a consistent juggernaut in the games-as-service space. The intellectual property of Type-Moon stands far above all comparable peers from the world of visual novels; it plays its cards at a big-boy table of entertainment capitalism, rubbing shoulders with the mass scale AAA products of Tencent, Epic Games, and Nintendo. This is a remarkable reality. After all, for all of the institutionalisation of Fate/ as a mass market brand, it is also a brand that is seen as synonymous with the work of a single Japanese novelist who started self-publishing his work during the post-crash decade of the 1990s. It straddles the line between independent and AAA with remarkable ease.
However, this feel-good story of overcoming and self-made success is not the object of our attention for today. There are other places that catalogue the fairy tale-like biography of Kinoko Nasu and Type-Moon. Rather, the question before us is an analytical one: At one locus point of his career, Kinoko Nasu was writing novels for his friends with only modest aspirations for the future. At the other, Nasu became the creator of a massive intellectual property that practically prints money. There is a need to connect the dots and explain what happened—but not in terms of economics and market share. Rather, the Nasu phenomenon needs to be clearly discussed in terms of literature and culture. A theory needs to be developed that explains the origins and character of his writing outside of the general rise of anime in the 21st century imagination.
Let us put this another way: We know that Kinoko Nasu matters to people because his works sell so well—and because of the scale of the conversation these works generate. Of course, this mass attention is not necessarily synonymous with artistic value. We can only say that his works matter with this kind of dispassionate neutrality, and not that they deserve to matter. However, we should not busy ourselves with fussing over the question of his ‘value’ in that sense, as there is a large body of critical work that discusses the merits of each of Nasu’s works in isolation. We are not here to repeat those debates. Instead, we are here to situate Nasu’s cultural importance apart from his critical value—that is, apart from judgments of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. There are two questions I wish to tackle contained within this demand:
	What is the literary history and texture that ties Nasu’s various works together? That is, what is the content in terms of movements and genres that makes something a “Nasu-like” story? 

	Why have imitators not yet succeeded in reproducing this genre content in the form of a comparably popular subgenre of Nasu-likes? Or, put another way, why has Nasu’s style remained so intimately associated with him, rather than developing into a broader phenomenon? 



In combination, the answers to these questions will sketch out a useful theory for Nasu’s work from the perspective of culture, without relying on the broader economic tale of the rise of anime and anime-like media markets. Not to say that those factors are irrelevant at all. It is simply that they are outside the scope of this text.
These questions can be understood a little differently if we cut right to the chase and do some history. In the third volume (July 2004) of Faust (a literary magazine operated by Kodansha), the main feature editorial provocatively declared that The “Shindenki” Movement Starts Now! While many Japanese genre terms such as isekai or shounen are widely known even in the West, I expect that the term shindenki is new to many readers. However, the term was also new to Japanese readers of Faust at the time—this is what made the claim so provocative. The magazine claimed to be launching a new genre at that very moment. The editorial further clarified that:
The present moment of the 2000s is one where the extraordinary content of the past has fused with our ordinary daily lives … One answer is the denki novel, which is a format that expertly depicts the extraordinary as part of the everyday … Based on this understanding, Faust has developed a “new (shin) denki” novel tradition that fuses the denki movement of the 1980s with the anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.
Faust (Kodansha) would carry through with this promise less than a month later in August 2004, publishing what was promised to be the first shindenki novel ever available to mass audiences. This novel was the first volume of Kara no Kyoukai: The Garden of Sinners by Kinoko Nasu. To be clear, Kara no Kyoukai had originally been self-published by Nasu back in 1998, so any promise of novelty was inherently deceptive. However, a major publisher picking up a self-published novel was definitely of note in 2004—this was before the narou-kei boom, Fifty Shades of Grey, and the current web novel market. And Faust was making a big bet with Kara no Kyoukai. They had declared it to be the spearhead of a brand-new market-defining genre known as shindenki. And they positioned Nasu as the leading author whose style would define this new genre. 2004 was also the year that Nasu’s doujin circle known as Type-Moon had incorporated as Notes Co. Limited and released the massively popular work Fate/stay night, that Nasu is still known for to this day.
We will return to the word denki as it is used in the earlier quote, and further defining what exactly Faust intended by the neologism shindenki, once we get into the meat and potatoes of this text. But the conclusion of this story is that Faust was simultaneously proven extremely correct and extremely incorrect. The style of Nasu did capture audiences—beyond the scale that Faust could have ever imagined. Kara no Kyoukai made a splash upon release. Fate/stay night went from strength to strength. And from the close of the decade onwards, as both titles received extremely popular anime adaptations by Ufotable, and as the mobile game Fate/Grand Order sold like hotcakes, Nasu’s intellectual property grew into a titan of the industry that dwarfed all competition. However, the boom in other shindenki writers that Faust was relying on never came. Whatever appeal they saw in Nasu proved to be prophetic, but the other attempts to reproduce that appeal met modest success at best.
Therefore, a large portion of this text will be an analysis of Nasu with a mind to discovering the exact contents of the literary force that Faust believed that he would embody—and why the Nasu phenomenon was ultimately sui generis. That is, we are going to break down this part prophecy and part miscalculation. Whatever Faust saw in the conceptual framework of shindenki arrived with Nasu, but it failed to do so through any of the other vehicles arranged for it. This is why an analysis of Nasu with an eye towards answering our original questions will more or less take the form of a history of the literary merit of shindenki throughout the timeline of his career.
Chapter 1 – Denki: How we invent the past
To the beginning
Of course, as Faust’s feature hints at, the story of denki fiction goes back before Nasu’s career—at least as far back as the 1980s. However, for the portrait we intend to paint, we have to expand our time horizons quite a touch more than that. We are going right back. And by ‘back’, I do not mean by a few decades—I mean China in the 7th century.
The entire history of Chinese literature is something that we cannot and will not summarise here. However, to start with some familiar ground, I will assume that most readers are at least familiar with the reputation of the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Originally written in the 14th century, the Romance is a dramatic telling of the titular conflict of the Three Kingdoms at the close of the Han dynasty (2nd and 3rd century). It is one of the great novels of classic Chinese literature and is understandably the frequent object of literary analysis. However, the distinguishing feature that interests us today is how the Romance mixes real history with fantastical fiction.
This end point—dramatic retellings of historical epics that add fantastical elements—evolved from centuries of Chinese literary traditions. The rough chronology goes something like this: The essential tropes, conventions, and lore of Chinese fantasy fiction had their origins in Chinese mythology. Due to the early adoption of writing in China, we can easily trace how this mythological canon was codified and coalesced around particular ideas. An important strain that formed from this was so-called “xia” fiction—xia meaning hero or warrior in Chinese. Some important sub-categories of this story type were wuxia (martial hero) stories, which can be found in much of the lexicon of modern martial arts fiction, and xianxia (immortal hero) stories, which combined stories of heroics with a magical path to immortal enlightenment (cultivation) based on Taoist mythology. Variations on these kinds of stories can be found in the literature going back to the earliest dynasties of Chinese history.
Historical literature was also present from an early period in China. While some attempted sober, fact-based record keeping, the mixing of history with myth was also commonplace—just like in almost all contemporaneous civilisations. History was communicated through narrative, and sometimes exaggerated or mythologised any real events contained within. Of course, this is nothing unique to China; from the Iliad to Arthurian legends, historical settings are often mixed with mythology in classical literature. But the nuances of the development of Chinese literature are decisively more important than comparable trends in the West when it comes to the particular strain of Japanese literature we are here to discuss. Regardless, the conventions of the fictional xia stories and the expected mythological canon to be found in historical stories overlapped and intermingled with ease.
The dominant styles of this intermingling became definitional to the various movements or phases within the development of popular Chinese fantasy fiction. For example, zhiguai literature, which reigned between the 3rd and 7th century, was dominated by highly objective, prosaically direct descriptions of a mix of myth and history. As Robert Ford Campany, a leading scholar on early Chinese literature explains:
[Zhiguai] are written in mostly non-metrical or loosely metrical but non-parallel, non-rhyming, classical prose. They are thus distinct on the one hand from various early combinations of prose and verse, from fu (“rhapsodies”) and other poetic forms, and on the other hand from later-developing styles of prose that prominently incorporated vernacular forms.
The next development to come was, naturally, the “styles of prose that prominently incorporated vernacular forms” alluded to by Campany. This was gradually incorporated into chuanqi literature, which evolved out of zhiguai literature from the 7th century onwards. Of course, the division between these phases is vaguer than this timeline implies. Stories in the style of the zhiguai era continued to be popular long after the 7th century. And both zhiguai and chuanqi stories were often collected together and considered to be part of the same fundamental genres of myth and folk literature. However, the chuanqi era generally contained many distinct and important innovations compared to what could be found in the zhiguai era. Characterful first-person narration started to appear, and the plots were sometimes structured around accommodating this new stylistic flourish. Common forms for the chuanqi story included a bureaucrat or minor official witnessing a fantastical and historically significant event first-hand, or a third party recounting a tale they were told of this event in the style of a rumour or myth. However, beyond these stylistic evolutions, zhiguai and chuanqi often approached the presence of the supernatural with a shared understanding. As explained by Campany:
Texts of this genre have as their clear and primary focus phenomena that are in some sense (and with respect to some boundary and set of expectations) anomalous … in fact, the juxtaposition of the ‘ordinary’ and the ‘extraordinary’ is a key poetic device of anomaly accounts.
Where this development becomes keenly important for our understanding will become self-evident when we consider a certain linguistic fact: The Chinese characters for chuanqi, when read in Japanese, form the word denki—they are the same word. What Faust referenced as “the denki movement of the 1980s” was an explicit revival of stories that emulated the chuanqi phase of Chinese literary development. In order to understand what authors thought they were reviving in this era; we should summarise the history we have covered thus far:
Throughout the centuries of Chinese literary history that led to well-known classics such as the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, history and myth intermingled and developed into a shared canon and setting for the whole genre. This canon is typified and codified in the conventions of fantasy fiction such as wuxia stories. Furthermore, this general form of Chinese historical fantasy went through various phases where particular stylistic flourishes became dominant. According to Campany, a dominating trend in the early Middle Ages was “the juxtaposition of the ‘ordinary’ and the ‘extraordinary’ [as] a key poetic device.” Furthermore, in the chuanqi phase—which we will refer to as denki from now on for clarity—that came into definition from the 7th century onwards, stories that dealt with these subjects included more stylistic prose and characterful narrative devices such as perspective and subjectivity. Sometime around the 1980s, there was a denki movement in Japan that reproduced elements of this much earlier movement from China. And in a 2004 editorial, the Japanese magazine Faust declared the beginning of a “new denki” movement, with Kinoko Nasu as its leading author. This more or less accounts for the historical outline given thus far.
The emergence of modern mythology
Naturally, we need to take a closer look at this denki movement of the 1980s. Why would a millennium-old style of Chinese fantasy story have any purchase in the Japan of the 1980s? And how does this relate to the fiction of Kinoko Nasu? Kazuhiko Komatsu and Masatoshi Naitou described the impetus for the movement like so:
To summarise, denki exists to depict the “strangeness” in society. “Strangeness” refers to things that are rare, inexplicable, supernatural, or abnormal. To go further, denki explores the strangeness on the exterior or periphery of the everyday world. In highly industrialised, regulated societies, the homogenisation of experience does not leave much cause to encounter strangeness in everyday life. Such a society lacks imagination. Therefore, people reach for opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination through this strangeness.
Although this description is in reference to the denki fiction of Japan in the 1980s, the parallels to the earlier characterisation of denki fiction in historical China are so blatant that they do not need repeating. We should instead focus on the points of departure between the two. Where the original denki literature was imbued with the aesthetics of timeless myth and historical epics, the denki fiction of the 1980s responded to “highly industrialised, regulated societies” and “the homogenisation of experience.” Leaving the particular causes of these feelings aside for the moment, this simply means that we must recognise the context of pre-modern, pre-capitalist Chinese literature as distinct from the meaning of a revival of similar literature in capitalist post-war Japan. A brief historical stroll should reveal this context.
Just as it has its roots in the Chinese original, the development of Japanese denki fiction developed under the shadow of an existing history of Japanese myth and folk-legend that formed a canonical tradition of fantasy fiction. However, as Walter Benjamin said, “history is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now:” Denki fiction cannot be understood as the culmination of the unfolding of the eternal past. Instead, its lineage materialised as a reproduction of the past from the perspective of its present imagination. To investigate this imagination, we must start with Kunio Yanagita, who codified much of Japan’s modern folklore and fantasy.
Kunio Yanagita was a Japanese folklore expert and scholar who was most active throughout the early 20th century. Beyond just collecting folk tales, Yanagita wrote highly influential analyses on their cultural origins and meanings. In his 1930 work, On Snails, Yanagita developed his theory of the dialects of the centre and periphery. According to this theory, while culture and language would develop first in cultural centres, they would also subsequently ripple out to periphery communities over time. The result was that particular linguistic and cultural practices would form something of a geological strata system, where culture and language would go backwards in time in proportion to the community’s distance from the centre. Yanagita relied on the titular example of snails, and presented the following model for the prevalence of the concept’s different synonyms depending on one’s distance from the centre of Japanese culture:
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The centre of Japanese culture was effectively equivalent to Tokyo in this case, but other examples included notable urban centres such as Nagoya and Kyoto. The sheer simplicity of this theory ensured that it obtained a certain superficial validity through its limited falsifiability. In much the same way as various dialects of French could be visualised through their distance from Paris, Yanagita explained the dialects of Japan through their distance from Tokyo.
In its day, On Snails and Yanagita’s theories were remarkably popular. And through his other work as a folklore expert, many popular depictions of Japanese history came to be shaped by this contrast between the imperial, urban centre versus the provincial interests of the periphery. The theories of Yanagita are just one influential anecdote of how a particular imaginary version of Japanese history came to be embodied in a mythic historiography rooted in the 20th century.
The first half of this century saw the arrival of Japan as an imperial and colonial power across East Asia. In the wake of the Meiji Restoration, Japan’s history of decentralised shogunates gave way to a highly militarised, centralised, and Westernised imperial state. When each generation looks into the past, they will inevitably imagine it in the shape of a narrative that explains their present. In this sense, a theory such as Yanagita’s that explained the peripheral subcultures of Japan in terms of their relationship to the centre of imperial authority, arrived at precisely the right moment. The dictatorial emperor that ruled using the Meiji constitution was technically a recent phenomenon, invented by the structural features of the Western-style absolute state. While there was a long history of a nominal imperial family, political power in Japan had always been shared with the shogunate military government and the various decentralised power centres. However, the assertion of a new kind of imperial authority was retroactively legitimated as a continuation of the 1000-year-old history of the Japanese ‘centre’ that ruled over the various ‘periphery’ peoples of the Japanese islands. As Noriko T. Reider says of the developments in the Meiji period:
Japan’s hierarchical system goes beyond this world. The system is applied to the realm of the supernatural, or one might say that the hierarchical order of the supernatural world has always been reflected in this world. In modern Japan, the emperor’s supernatural status was publicly asserted, and with the imperial court once again at its center, the status of various supernatural beings was (re)examined; some were affirmed and others were simply dropped from the cosmic map.
It was a naked display of retroactive nation building comparable to the contemporaneous inventions of Italy and Germany. Prior to the French Revolution and intervention of Napoleon Bonaparte, what we now think of as Italy and Germany were a patchwork of separate states with limited cultural intimacy. However, in response to the military threat of Napoleon, and to the Revolution’s radical idea of a brotherhood of all men, the relationship between the so-called ‘nation’ and the state became a pressing political subject. States could no longer legitimate themselves on the same terms: they needed a new tradition as the authority for a ‘national people’ in order to justify their own existence. The status quo where a ‘German’ could have one set of rights in Bavaria and yet another in Hanover could not be reconciled with this new ideological agenda, and so the political project of a pan-German state was rapidly incepted.
This is all to say that the nations that emerged in the modern era of the French Revolution were in many ways disconnected from their pre-Revolutionary antecedents. It is as though Napoleon killed the old states of Europe, which were premised on the divine rights of kings, and placed the Romantic ideal of the nation, premised on the decidedly secular rights of the people in general, into their zombified corpses to wander about ever since.
However, at any given moment, history is the art of using the past as a mirror to see the present. And since it can be so difficult for people to notice the concrete operation of vague historical forces, a new mythological history has to meet the moment and explain the present in terms of comprehensible narratives and personalities. This is a general pattern; smaller scale ideas are able to remain in their pure form as esoteric theology, but for ideas to rise up and capture the mass culture of a society, they have to transform into a personality-driven myth or legend. This logic is easy enough to recognise in the oldest traditions of myth: The vague mysteries of the sea were embodied in the myth of Poseidon, and the legend of King Arthur was invented in order to personify the ambiguous and gradual reconciliation of a shared ‘British’ history among the various peoples that occupied the British Isles after the Norman conquest. In much the same way, the historical forces that acted on states in the modern era were reduced down to easy-to-understand personalities and narratives for mass consumption.
During the modern era, the mythologisation of political forces has often taken the form of stories about secret societies and international conspiracies. Some, such as the philosopher Hannah Arendt, have drawn a direct connection between these stories and the maturation of modern antisemitism as manifested in 20th century fascism. How deeply entrenched such stories remain is easy to see in the myth of Nathan Rothschild and the Battle of Waterloo.
The myth, as told in popular culture, is that the Jewish banker family of the Rothschilds spread a false rumour that Napoleon had won the battle of Waterloo all across London. Meanwhile, Nathan Rothschild, who is alleged to have been the first in London to learn of Napoleon’s actual defeat, profited immensely from the resultant market panic. Indeed, the most pernicious versions of the legend allege that Napoleon’s defeat was itself engineered by the Rothschilds for the sake of this manoeuvre. However, this story is a total myth. The historian Niall Ferguson attributes this urban legend to the immensely popular Honoré de Balzac and his short story La Maison Nucingen, which repeats a similar tale. In this way, the innumerable and intangible historical forces that led to the sudden defeat of the seemingly insurmountable Napoleon were explained as the actions of a secret cabal of Jewish bankers.
For his part, Balzac—perhaps the most important of the European novelists of the Romantic era—played an immense role in establishing the mythology of this new European world. In his History of the Thirteen, he depicted a secret society of thirteen families that control all Parisian political affairs. This morphed over time into the ‘thirteen families’ of the Illuminati that are present in all manner of contemporary conspiracy theories. And much of the most popular literature of the period is positively bursting with references to secret cults, Free Masons, cabals of the wealthy, and other similar concepts. Just as ancient man explained the whimsical forces of nature by way of Poseidon or Zeus, modern economic forces are explained with sinister cabals and secret societies. It is fundamentally the same process—the art of creating a personally comprehensible mythic past to justify the present. And just as Europe had to reinvent this past during its modernisation, Japan found itself subject to this same process during its imperial modernisation. That is, the period from the Meiji Restoration until the collapse of this imperial system at the hands of the United States during the Second World War.
Let us return to the question of snails. The historical task of Kunio Yanagita, whether he was aware of it or otherwise, was to codify the folklore and history of Japan in such a way that it explained the new imperial system that Japan found itself under during this period. In many ways, Yanagita and his contemporaries were developing a mythology that was the exact inverse of its European parallels, even as it had a fundamentally similar role. In post-Revolutionary Europe, the mythology we have discussed thus far existed to explain why the ruling class still held on to political power despite the emerging consciousness of ‘national peoples’ that believed in their own self-determination. In other words, it was explaining the precarious position of the European aristocracy, which was soon to be overthrown in the bourgeois revolutions of the 19th century. In Japan, power had flowed in the exact opposite direction. The decentralised power of feudal Japan had been centralised in the Tokyo government and the emperor, who was believed to be the embodiment of literal divine power. Therefore, a new mythology was needed to explain why the old power structure of the periphery should accept the legitimacy of the central government. The historical contrast between the centre versus the periphery, where the periphery had a natural purpose but was ultimately subservient to the centre, was essential to this legitimating myth.
After the war
However, these pre-war developments are not quite enough to understand denki fiction. We need to connect all of this preceding context to the 1980s. As already discussed, the task of building a new mythological foundation for a modern Japanese imperial system produced several canonical ideas. Some, such as the dichotomy between the centre and the periphery, carried an explicitly political purpose. Others are best understood as general revisions to the broad body of Japanese history, culture, and mythology. When studied in the post-war, many of these themes fell under the umbrella of what is known today as ‘Japanese studies’—Nihonjinron.
As already discussed, Japan reimagined itself as part of the modernisation process set off in the Meiji Restoration and the subsequent modern imperial system. However, this reimagining was upended by the end of the imperial system in the Second World War. The prevalence of Japanese studies in the post-imperial era was indicative of how complicated it was to develop a functional Japanese sense of identity in the post-war political settlement. The end of the imperial system necessitated a new Japan and a new mythic history just as the birth of the imperial system had itself demanded. However, the past does not wither away so easily. Some were dissatisfied with the sudden end of the imperial system that had been forced on Japan by foreign military might, and as a result the pre-war era was mythologised and appropriated in the reactionary literature of the post-war period.
No voice represented this conflict of the post-war era quite like Yukio Mishima. Mishima was a reactionary Japanese nationalist and led the vanguard of the right-wing critique of the post-war era. The right-wing critique undertaken by Mishima, and also writers such as Kenzaburou Ooe, made use of the mythic history of the imperial system to frame the perceived degradation of post-war society under capitalism and democracy. The legitimacy of pre-war Japan was explained in the dichotomy between the centre and periphery identified by Kunio Yanagita. While there was tension between the centre, represented by the emperor, and the periphery, represented by minor lords and merchants that ruled over the lands outside of Tokyo, this tension was ultimately productive. In the Mishima vision of things, because the supremacy of the emperor was recognised, the imperial system was able to guide the periphery in the creation of a grand Japanese empire. However, the post-war political settlement inverted this supremacy. The emperor was forced to renounce his divinity, and the capitalist economy enforced on Japan by the United States enriched the petty property holders outside of the centre—that is, the bourgeoisie.
The unifying centre could no longer channel the energies of the periphery towards the enrichment of a unified Japanese national community. Now, under capitalism, the atomised Japanese people pursued their own enrichment with no regard for the project of Japan as a nation. This theory behind the cultural development of the post-war era towards the 1980s was explained by the literary critic Kiyoshi Kasai like so:
Post-war democracy dismantled the vertical differences in the pre-war society, with the emperor at the top, politically and socially. The post-war society, lacking a sense of centrality, can be seen as a mundane hell of uniformity. Yukio Mishima, who wrote The Temple of the Golden Pavilion in the early stages of high economic growth, was aware that post-war capitalism, which economically supports post-war democracy, is the greatest driving force behind the mundane hell of uniformity. Capitalism is a system that dismantles differences and endlessly decentralizes its structure in order to generate profit. Through the post-war reconstruction of the 1950s, the high growth of the 1960s, and the stable growth of the 1970s, Japan’s post-war capitalism reached a new realm called late-capitalism in the 1980s. The indulgence of mass consumer society became a reality.
The high-level capitalist principle (the completed form of the capitalist principle, which profits from the dissolution of differences) transforms the perpendicular differences of a stratified society into the horizontal, level differences of a mass middle-class society. The vigorous capitalism of the 1980s advanced the ‘dissolution of the consumer class,’ making a mass middle-class society a reality. However, the mass middle class of the 1980s was also the perfected hell of mediocrity and assimilation which Yukio Mishima had foreseen. Humans cannot long tolerate the mediocrity of being the same as everyone else.
It was precisely the ‘stratified society’ enforced by the centre versus periphery dichotomy that Mishima lamented the loss of. Under a capitalist economy, anyone on the periphery could be considered equivalent to the emperor so long as they had enough money. The conquest of money, which did not essentially differentiate between people, over the imperial system where the centre was legitimated by mythic history, was equivalent in Mishima’s mind to the death of Japanese history and culture. It was the erasure of ‘the Japanese people’ in favour of ‘a nation filled with Japanese people’, so to speak. On this point, the reactionary Mishima was ironically in agreement with the left-wing radicals of the post-war era, who felt that the sudden collapse of the imperial system through surrender had robbed them of the chance for a decisive communist revolution to overthrow the imperial system at its low point during the war. That is, the communist left also blamed the United States for imposing capitalism on Japan and preventing a communist replacement for the imperial system. Japanese culture in the post-war era was a fierce battle between these left-wing radicals, pro-imperial reactionaries like Mishima, and pro-capitalist liberals.
But I digress; this battle was carried out on the explicit level of politics and high culture. By contrast, denki fiction manifested itself at the level of popular subculture. Put another way, Mishima, who attempted a coup d’état in order to restore the imperial system, and the left-wing radicals who carried out repeated terrorist attacks after 1968 were all explicitly political actors. But there was also a cultural level reaction to the post-war settlement in a sense comparable to Balzac’s development of a literary reaction to the French Revolution—which we discussed earlier. This cultural reaction is where we should locate the denki boom of the 1980s.
The key to this subculture was the gradual ascendency of conscious fiction designed for mass consumption over the ostensibly non-fiction mythologised history of Kunio Yanagita. For example, Hiroyuki Itsuki was contemporaneously writing stories about a secret war between the periphery and the centre even as Yanagita had yet to fully develop his theory of that dichotomy. In the post-war era, ideas from folklore about a secret history of Japan based on this conflict was a fertile theme for fiction that would appeal to those still adjusting to the sudden collapse of the imperial system. At first, this simply meant historical fiction that repeated the tropes and conventions of pre-war mythology—that is, ideas such as ninjas secretly trained out of the reach of the emperor, blood magic, ancient ruling clans descended from those not related to the Yamato ethnicity of the Japanese centre such as burakumin and the ‘mountain people’ (discussed further later). These stories reimagined the imperial system as an era filled with a secret supernatural history, as akin to how the ancient fiction of China had presented history through the lens of myths and legend. By taking the folklore of the pre-war period and using its conventions in a modern genre of fantasy fiction, the denki genre was more or less underway. It already delivered the essential experience as necessitated by the post-war experience, which, as a refresher, was explained by Kazuhiko Komatsu and Masatoshi Naitou who said that:
In highly industrialised, regulated societies, the homogenisation of experience does not leave much cause to encounter strangeness in everyday life. Such a society lacks imagination. Therefore, people reach for opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination through this strangeness.
However, the ‘legendary movement’ of denki was more specifically the moment when this genre gained massive popular appeal during the 1980s. This could only happen with the arrival of names such as Ryou Hanmura and Hideyuki Kikuchi with works such as Blood Ties to a Stone and Vampire Hunter D respectively. These works took the crucial step of going beyond the historical period of the imperial system, and also updating these traditional folklore elements with science fiction and fantasy conventions borrowed from Western literature. The result is that the war between the emperor of the centre and the secret societies of the periphery is depicted as continuing in secret in a contemporary setting. In addition, foreign folklore such as werewolves and vampires are mixed in, allowing the structure of a Westernised, capitalist Japan to co-exist with the imperial system of imagination. Once these ideas were adopted, the genre reached a certain kind of maturity. As a result, we could really say that we had a modern denki genre that accomplished three key goals. Firstly, it allowed the imperial system to continue to exist in the imaginations of those who felt the post-war democratic settlement to be too mundane. Secondly, it gained a life of its own in terms of originality, beyond just reproducing older myths and legends, by including updated fantasy and science fiction elements. And lastly, it earned the name denki by focusing on the contrast between the mundane existence of contemporary capitalism and the extraordinary secret war between the centre and periphery.
No work so clearly embodied the era as Hiroshi Aramata’s The Tale of the Teito. Note: this series is usually known in the West by its untranslated name, Teito Monogatari. The word “teito” quite literally refers to the centre in Yanagita’s terms—that is, the imperial palace and the surrounding metropolis. This term specifically means the centre of political power in imperial Japan or China, rather than the capital city in its vague totality. The term’s nuance is comparable to the distinction between the National Mall of Washington D.C. (the area around the White House, Capitol Building, etc.) versus the whole state of D.C., which would include regular citizens with no particular political power in the D.C. suburbs. For our purposes, The Tale of the Centre would be a rather revealing translation, if a bit liberal.
As implied by this title, The Tale of the Teito centres on a fantastical rendition of imperial political power in Tokyo, which continues far beyond its canonical real-life end at the hands of the United States in the Second World War. In comparison to the other major works we have discussed, Aramata is laser focused on developing an alternate supernatural history of the imperial system, rather than busying itself too much with wider Japanese society on the periphery. But its depiction of this centre was highly influential. And the massive success of the series was decisive. Its excavation of older mythological ideas that were largely forgotten by the 1980s reinvigorated mythology in popular culture. In particular, its treatment of the religious practices of Onmyoudou were hugely impactful and can be clearly seen in the work of Natsuhiko Kyougoku and his Onmyouji detective novels. (Kyougoku was one of Kinoko Nasu’s direct inspirations.)
Of particular note, The Tale of the Teito depicts the centre not as the source of stability imagined by nationalists of the pre-war era, but as a chaotic system where outsiders (demons; oni) constantly fight for the right to influence imperial power. Put another way, it modernised the mythology of the imperial system to be comprehensible in the chaos of decentralised post-war democracy. For example, its lead character, Yasunori Katou, is a supernaturally gifted human from the periphery who enters the centre of Tokyo political power and subsequently builds a powerbase for his own objectives. The comparisons to the decentralisation afforded by democracy as contrasted to the imperial system are natural. Such an atmosphere gave its reimagining of politics something of a timeless quality that readers excitedly responded to.
The links between The Tale of the Teito and the wider development of denki fiction are rather stark. For example, according to Noriko T. Reider:
[Aramata] was in constant touch with Kazuhiko Komatsu, an anthropologist. Kazuhiko Komatsu told Aramata about many sources of the strange and mysterious, and Aramata wanted to share that knowledge with general readers as a form of fiction.
We should recall that Komatsu was one of the anthropologists who wrote leading accounts of the nature and purpose of denki fiction. Since it is not our primary topic, we cannot linger too long on the importance of The Tale of the Teito. However, there are key reasons that Reider sees the work, in its reconfiguration of the war of the periphery versus centre, as the key force that distinguished fantasy fiction of this period from the pre-war imagination. According to Reider:
Aramata’s novel, while an entertaining work, is in itself a heterotopic site where its contemporary representations of oni reflect past representations, where oni of the past are not simply superimposed upon the present but where both act as extensions of each other in an odd continuum.
The end of the Second World War brought the collapse of the reconfiguration of the supernatural with Japan’s emperor as its center. World War II made clear to many mainstream Japanese that the branding of oni is arbitrary and could be easily used for war propaganda. While the physical enemies of the Japanese Empire with their oni label may have disappeared, the terrain of the imaginary oni remains rich—one may even say that the Japanese Empire has given more room for the oni to play. The Tale of the Teito is an exemplary work of fiction that utilizes imperial Japan for its backdrop with a sub-theme of the emperor-oni paradigm.
To succinctly summarise the conclusions we should draw from all of this, the ‘legendary movement’ of the 1980s known as denki fiction was at its foundations a trend in fantasy novels that gained mass appeal by explaining the seemingly mundane capitalism of the post-war era in terms of a secret supernatural war—based on a mix of the mythology of the imperial system combined with a dash of Western fantasy tropes. In a barebones sense, it was not that far removed from the logic of how Balzac explained the complex political forces of post-Revolutionary Europe in terms of a simplified narrative of the disputes of a small number of wealthy families. The denki movement just involved magic, ninjas, demons, and the continued power of ancient Japanese authorities, as contrasted with the mundane romance and finance drama of a Balzac story.
Kinoko Nasu enters from stage left
This might all be a bit vague without the tangible experience of reading the novels in question in their particular historical moment, but I now hope we all have a decent idea of what Faust was referencing by invoking the ‘legendary movement’ of denki fiction. Naturally, the next problem is situating Kinoko Nasu into this context. While the denki movement was at its zenith during the middle of the 1980s, from 1989 onwards it went into precipitous decline. The whims of the market and the publishing industry are too chaotic for anyone to truly understand, so it would be impossible to isolate any single reason for this decline. Perhaps the genre was just crowded out by the explosion of interest in Japanese whodunit mystery fiction from 1987 onwards—not to mention otaku culture over the course of the 1990s. Or perhaps the mood of the economic downturn during the 1990s stripped Japan of the mundane feeling that had justified the need for such fantastical works. It is maybe even that the nearly simultaneous death of emperor Hirohito and the end of the Cold War altered Japan’s geopolitical position and sense of self such that there was no longer such interest in the imperial system and the conventions of the pre-war era. Many such theories could be posited, and since these kinds of phenomena tend to be overdetermined, they will tend to lack a single cause.
Regardless, this drastic decline relegated denki fiction to the realm of niche fiction. Even without a single root cause, it was clear that the preceding historical moment had passed, and that the genre would need an update if it wanted to maintain any cultural relevancy. Therefore, the claim that Kinoko Nasu was the vanguard of a new (shin) denki movement is more or less a claim that his fiction has succeeded in bridging this gap. Insomuch as the original appeal of denki fiction was rooted in interest in the imperial system, it was at least clear that reviving interest in the genre would mean moving past nostalgic interest in this system and speaking to the thoroughly capitalist Japan of a generation that does not even remember the war—let alone the pre-war era. A tall task for any writer.
Fortunately, we know how this story ends for the most part, so there is no need for idle speculation. Kinoko Nasu succeeded in capturing—maybe even surpassing—the market relevance of denki fiction. He is one of the most successful Japanese writers of all time, from the perspective of the consumer market. However, the idea of denki and shindenki as a genre beyond him have been left behind in the history books. As we will see when we examine his writing in detail, this is not because he has abandoned the conventions of denki fiction. Quite the opposite, denki fiction still forms the best single framework for understanding his work.
Kinoko Nasu succeeded in the fundamental task that was in front of him. He wrote stories that adapted the model of denki fiction such that they spoke about modern capitalist existence without relying on nostalgic interest in the imperial system. In fact, to go further, he took his stories so far beyond this exclusively Japanese context that they have become a genuine international hit, with overwhelming interest from Western readers. The problem has purely been one of reproduction and variation. His achievement of shindenki—that is, denki adapted for contemporary culture—has become synonymous with himself, and there has been minimal interest in other writers exploring the same topics.
In order to explain this, we need to gain a clearer picture of Kinoko Nasu’s realisation of shindenki. It more or less makes sense to do so by exploring his works chronologically in parallel with his career. However, we will not exactly do so. I would argue that while the majority of his major works are decisively of a shindenki character that moves beyond the particularity of the earlier denki movement, there is one work that occupies a strange point of transition between the two. This work will be most useful for explaining the movement from denki to Nasu’s shindenki. That work is Mahou Tsukai no Yoru: Witch on the Holy Night.
Technically speaking, this will mean that we are progressing through Nasu’s work in a kind of chronological order—at least in one sense. Mahou Tsukai no Yoru was originally written as an unpublished novel in 1996. And while the eventual public release in 2012 was no doubt considerably changed compared to the mysterious original, the core plot nonetheless reflects something of a starting point for his career. But leaving these technicalities aside, our reasons for discussing it first relate more to its content. Namely, we are interested in the way it builds on the ideas of earlier denki writers from the 1980s.
Chapter 2 – Mahou Tsukai no Yoru: Modern-day magic
A fantasy infused with the everyday
In his 1762 work titled The Social Contract, the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau claimed that “man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.” This is perhaps the most succinct possible reduction of Rousseau’s general philosophical posture, which was that human beings are a blank slate of good intentions that are subsequently corrupted by the ideological sludge of human society. Rousseau’s line of thought was the foundation for the Romanticist project of locating the pure and naturally good human spirit. In the Revolutionary era that Rousseau influenced, where the concepts of liberty and the brotherhood of all men first became active political subjects, the nature of the individual found itself centre stage. If one could identify the essential character of human beings—that is, how they would act on the basis of their own will, free of the corruption of their peers—it would become possible to understand the ‘true’ will of individuals that we implicitly seek to capture via democratic liberalism.
In the final analysis, Rousseau’s formulation is rather crude. Crude to such a degree that a searing critique can be leveraged at a number of subsequent thinkers who followed in his footsteps precisely for repeating his same mistakes: Rousseau ultimately cannot decide whether human beings in their natural condition are inherently good or inherently a blank slate. Rather, he assumes an equivalence between the two. That is, the results of a pure human spirit are good itself, and society is a precondition to evil. In contrast to this, Hannah Arendt’s formulation of the nature of human beings is much more honest: “Every generation, civilization is invaded by barbarians—we call them ‘children’.”
The difference is not exactly between good or evil—after all, as Arendt also said, “the sad truth of the matter is that most evil is done by people who never made up their minds to be or do either evil or good.” The meaning of a ‘barbarian’ is precisely those who exist outside of an established social order. That is, those who lack the language and cultural context to even understand the meaning of good and evil. The trouble with Rousseau’s formulation, which sees something inherently good in purity and emptiness, is that it wants to find the absolute and essential ‘truth’ of humanity. Humanity does not have a truth because humanity is a process. Lingering on the natural purity of the human spirit is the same as trying to understand a mathematical equation by stopping partway through an addition symbol.
Kinoko Nasu’s Mahou Tsukai no Yoru: Witch on the Holy Night (Mahoyo) is a story that uses such barbarians as a vehicle to explore the consumer-focused Japanese society of the 1980s. However, the issue is not literally Arendt’s barbarians—that is, children; it is exactly Arendt’s point that children mature and assimilate into the context of their society after starting out as blank slates, and that their barbarism disappears before it is even noticed. A much more real complication to the established social order would be if someone truly exterior to society entered into it as an adult, with their own foreign cultural framework fully intact. That is exactly the kind of story that Mahoyo presents.
Soujuurou Shizuki is the archetypal barbarian. Rather than coming from a foreign but ultimately intelligible society—that is, one driven by the same contemporary consumer capitalism as Japan at-large—he was raised in an ascetic mountain community. He is infinitely close to the philosophical ideal of the man raised in the ever-elusive state of nature. And as the instigating catalyst of this story, all of his actions carry the heavy weight of metaphorical meaning. While Mahoyo has no singular perspective character, we should begin our investigation of it by focusing on Soujuurou’s actions and place in the world.
Mahoyo depicts Soujuurou’s sense of alienation and unease as he struggles to adjust to the many conveniences of contemporary Japan. In this sense, the importance of conflict is negated. While conflict is a necessary feature for almost all works of fiction, Soujuurou’s character arc is structured around something more like anti-conflict: Soujuurou’s life in the mountains was a constant struggle, but that struggle moulded his existence such that he never developed independent worries or concerns. The trajectory of his life was remarkably linear. But once he discovered the peace and freedom of contemporary consumer capitalism in the city, Soujuurou’s primary struggle was against his own lack of an individual will. That is, he keenly felt the lack of a clear struggle in the city, as all of his primary needs were provided for. This theme of the unease inherent in peaceful modern existence mirrors a wide range of post-war Japanese literature. For example, from Kenzaburou Ooe’s Our Times:
For Japanese youth, there is no such thing as proactive hope. Hope for us is only an abstract concept. During my childhood, I was surrounded by the war. In those days of adventure and heroic battle, young people could have hope in their eyes and on their lips. Now in its place we are left with mistrust, suspicion, arrogance, and contempt all around us. An age of peace is when lonely men deceive and despise one another.
From this it is easy enough to see how Soujuurou’s sudden transposition from an ascetic lifestyle to an urban existence carries the meaning of a collision between history and the present: Soujuurou comes from a ‘Japan’ before the war—and even from before the Meiji period of industrialisation that produced the corresponding imperial system in the first place. He is the product of long-lost history; it is as though a man from centuries in the past travelled forward in time. And so, his struggle is not a matter of concrete conflict, but precisely the difficulties of adjusting to an era stripped of the conflict that defined his existence until that moment. The juxtaposition between Soujuurou’s (lack of an) interior self as conditioned by this harsh lifestyle versus the light-hearted everyday existence of consumer society forms the metaphorical foundation of the story.
The contours of everyday life are given an unusually central place in Mahoyo, even as compared to Nasu’s other works. While everyday life is important in his other stories, its importance gradually melts away as the dark underbelly of the world comes into sharper relief. Even when everyday life returns, often in a manner associated with nostalgic catharsis for the characters, its meaning has been changed by the adventure itself. Mahoyo is a little different. The action set-pieces are few and far between, and they frame the centrality of Soujuurou’s attempts to build a meaningful everyday existence. The fundamental change that has occurred at the end of the story is that the main cast has gained the ability to value their everyday lives in contrast to their extraordinary origins.
We should hardly be surprised by the importance of the everyday in Mahoyo, nor its corresponding depiction of what Robert Ford Campany referred to as “the juxtaposition of the ‘ordinary’ and the ‘extraordinary’” as present in the earliest Chinese denki fiction. That Mahoyo has a secret world of an extraordinary fantasy setting that is juxtaposed against ordinary life is an informative example of what makes up the core of denki fiction. Denki, in the Chinese sense, was about people from an ordinary world that would be relatable to the reader encountering the strange world of the supernatural and the mythological, which was asserted to be at the centre of history. This same tendency is carried over into the modern sense of the word denki and becomes its defining characteristic. Denki fiction is a subset of fantasy stories where a world that could be our own exists in parallel to a secret world of fantasy. What separates this from more generalised genres, such as magical realism, is the absolutely crucial rule that there must be a way of looking at the setting where it is indistinguishable from our own world. That is, that the story could hypothetically be a non-fictional account of the secret underbelly of reality, only obscured by our mundane perspective as ordinary people.
From dichotomy to trinity
Soujuurou’s background as a mountain ascetic is a clear demonstration of how Nasu’s fiction was influenced by the canonical history of Japan as developed in response to the imperial system. In his 1951 book, Account of the Archaic Hunters, Kunio Yanagita catalogued the existence of the ‘mountain people’ of Miyazaki Prefecture. According to Yanagita, in such remote locations one could find hunter-gatherer communities that were entirely divorced from the contemporaneous cultural and industrial development of Japan. This account became central to the Japanese imagination. For example, the philosopher Koujin Karatani developed a ‘Yanagita Theory’ which used the lifestyle of the mountain people as the basis for a post-Marxian theory of communism. The anthropologist Masao Yamaguchi also emphasised the importance of this account of mountain people in explaining contemporary Japanese culture.
Yet, the presence of the mountain people in the modern mythology of Japan pre-empts even Yanagita’s account. For example, in the 1946 short story The Tale of the Mountain People, Hiroyuki Itsuki depicted a secret tribe of mountain people who are engaged in a generational struggle against the imperial system and the centre of Japanese society. This is all to say that Soujuurou Shizuki’s history and characterisation fits neatly into this lineage in principle. However, as already discussed, Nasu takes the rather progressive step of forcing the mountain people of Mahoyo into the city to confront the contemporary Japanese society that left them behind.
This alteration is representative of how Nasu’s work differs from the traditional centre versus periphery model that situates mountain people as the archetypical outsider community. There is no mention of the emperor in Mahoyo, despite his overwhelming metaphysical presence in earlier denki works. That is, the traditional centre of Tokyo is utterly erased. Instead, the story’s world is structured around the tension between three distinct groups: firstly, the mundane and peaceful capitalism of the city; secondly, the harsh life of the mountain people; thirdly, the secret life of the titular witches.
As already discussed, Soujuurou’s primary adversary is the mundanity and non-differentiation of the capitalist city. In the logic of Mahoyo, the city and its capitalism has become the new centre that the mountain people of the periphery must confront in place of the emperor. The shadow of the imperial system is no longer elevated to the underbelly of society in remembrance of the mythology of the pre-war era. Noticing this reorientation allows us to reinterpret the trinity of forces present in Mahoyo that replaced the centre versus periphery model. It is not just that the centre as the emperor has been replaced by the centre as capitalism, but also that the periphery of rural interests and mountain people (Soujuurou) has been replaced by the new periphery of the secret supernatural (the witches). Mahoyo is a story where Soujuurou, a man out of time, wanders into the conflict between the ordinary and extraordinary of the contemporary era and upends their natural balance. The witches—Aoko Aozaki and Alice Kuonji—initially treat Soujuurou as just a ‘normal person’—as part of the capitalist city that must be kept sharply separate from their life as mages. But over the course of the story, as they come to understand his peculiar position in modern society, they cannot help but accept him.
Beyond its undeniable role as the emotional heart of the story, the dance between everyday life, Soujuurou, and the extraordinary witches takes on a particularly metaphorical importance. One interesting feature of Kinoko Nasu’s writing is how he insists on a very refined ‘coming alive’ of metaphor in the logic of his settings. The functioning of magecraft in Kinoko Nasu’s chief setting of the so-called ‘Nasuverse’ makes for an easy-to-understand example of this.
The city and the centre
In the fiction of Kinoko Nasu, magecraft—that is, the activity of mages—is deeply tied up in the diegetic functioning of ‘Mystery’. Mystery is a mechanical function of the world where the understanding that comes with modern society lessens the emergence of new supernatural phenomena. Any supernatural phenomena that are formed in the modern age, where human society has a greater level of understanding, will have a weaker Mystery, and will therefore be less powerful in a crucial sense. The most powerful forces in the world are those that are both secret and ancient—and have therefore retained the highest levels of Mystery. The thematic meaning of Mahoyo is all but plainly stated right there in this metaphor.
The most powerful force in the world is history. But history’s independent power gradually erodes as its mythic meaning is replaced by the development of modern society. The only way that this mythological role for history can be maintained is when we imagine that it operates under the surface, in the periphery of society, away from the prying eyes of contemporary capitalism. Aoko Aozaki and Alice Kuonji are witches, but in contemporary society they cannot live in true isolation. Through their dedication to secrecy, they maintain considerable power. But over time the mundane reality of contemporary society will slowly erase their kind, like the inevitable collapse of a cliff after millions of years at the mercy of the tides.
Mahoyo is set in the last years of the 1980s. That is, at the close of both the denki boom and the bubble economy that stagnated in the 1990s. Modern mages, who live a dual life in the underbelly of contemporary capitalism, enacting their magecraft in secret, are in a constant struggle to maintain the power of the ancient in a world that is constantly evolving. In the climax of this story, the witches believe they have been defeated by the golden werewolf Lugh Beowulf—seemingly the most ancient and powerful Mystery in existence. However, at the last moment, they are saved when Lugh is defeated by Soujuurou Shizuki, as the embodiment of a comparably ancient periphery—namely, the mountain people of denki fiction.
However, Soujuurou’s reasons for doing so are equally salient. Over the course of the story, Soujuurou has changed his posture after living life in the city. He can no longer live a life driven by blind necessity like when he lived in the mountains; with the luxuries afforded by the city, he has started to value his mundane existence and daily life. Yet, ironically, due to his accidental involvement with Aoko and Alice, his daily life overlaps with the secret existence of magecraft. But compared to his existence as a mountain person, the Mystery of magecraft is trivial. Soujuurou repeatedly fails to distinguish between magecraft and the nature of city life, finding them both equally mysterious. Magecraft may be the periphery to the centre of the city, but the mountains are far further afield than either of those and sees them both as the centre: Think back to Kunio Yanagita’s model for the word snail, and its rippling circles.
Nasu’s setting forms a very explicit metaphorical structure that makes it straightforward to understand Mahoyo’s place in the trajectory of denki fiction. Soujuurou, as a representative of the archetypal member of the periphery in denki fiction, enters the city because the growing capitalism of the 1980s transformed the “perpendicular differences of a stratified society into the horizontal, level differences of a combined middle-class society” (Kasai). In this society, the centre is not isolated to Tokyo and the imperial system. It has spread across bourgeois society, to the cities and towns all across Japan. Therefore, the old periphery (Soujuurou) of denki fiction has been captured by the new centre of capitalism and must enter “the mundane hell of uniformity” (also Kasai). From his perspective, this society has no mediation between the periphery and the centre, as both magecraft and modern technology appear as identically alien manifestations of the future that he must confront and conform to.
However, from the perspective of someone like Aoko Aozaki, who was thrown into the world of magecraft after blissfully living a mundane existence under capitalism for so long, the differences could not be starker. To Aoko, who grew up being interested in rock bands and modern culture, magecraft seems far outside the norms of the city, and so she had to resolve to ‘die’ in order to move out to the periphery. And the contrast is even more clear for Alice Kuonji, who is carrying the mantle of a long lineage of ‘fairy tale’ witches known as the Meinsters, and whose magecraft is incompatible with the values of the contemporary world. That these three, who each grew up with such radically different positions in relation to modern society, all form a strange friendship where they co-exist and enjoy a mundane daily life with one another, is representative of how drastically unmediated the world becomes when it is governed by money and consumerism instead of the ancient logic of the imperial system.
The shift from Soujuurou’s old life to this new life in co-existence with both the city and the witches is indicative of what exactly the shift from the values of old denki to Nasu’s shindenki would mean. Rather than Tokyo, the emperor, and the centre of political power, contemporary existence is defined by unmediated city life, consumer culture, and capitalism. And almost no one can truly live outside of this new system; there is no proper periphery. Instead, the periphery of contemporary existence is something closer to the concept of privacy. Therefore, for shindenki, the periphery is a secret life that is distributed throughout the city, as represented by a secret society of supernatural phenomena which is holding on for dear life against the unstoppable might of contemporary capitalism that erases such mythic history with ease.
The story of Mahoyo signposts the last cry of the era of old denki, when the old mythic history of the imperial system still had power. At the close of the 1980s, it was destined to end. Therefore, it makes a great deal of sense that the conclusion of the story has Aoko Aozaki, the witch stuck in her uncertain worry between the past and the present, become the last Magician. That is, she gains power over time via Magic—the ultimate power and greatest Mystery that is obtainable via magecraft in Nasu’s setting. She uses this power to revive Soujuurou (old denki) after he was killed, and to hold power over mythic history.
Chapter 3 – Kara no Kyoukai and Tsukihime: A new century of myth
Urban fantasy and its empty boundaries
As a reminder, Kara no Kyoukai: The Garden of Sinners was advertised by Faust as the first ever shindenki novel. However, by the time Faust declared this achievement, Kara no Kyoukai was technically being sold as a re-print: It had been available on the independent market for several years. The novel was originally self-published (as Nasu’s effective debut) from 1998 to 1999. And while it had been quite successful for an independent novel, Nasu’s self-publishing circle decided to do a spiritual successor that reused elements of the story, except as adapted to the interests of the booming adult game market. As a result, Nasu wrote the visual novel Tsukihime, which was self-published in the year 2000, with two subsequent fan discs released over the course of 2001. Tsukihime also received a spinoff fighting game in the year 2002 and an anime adaptation in the year 2003. This is all to say that by 2004 when Faust declared the beginning of the shindenki movement which was to be spearheaded by Nasu, he had already built a modest company on the back of several shindenki-style stories. Therefore, we actually have a surprising amount of material if we wish to understand what Faust was inspired by when they declared the beginning of shindenki. Between Kara no Kyoukai and Tsukihime, we should be able to establish a reasonably cohesive baseline understanding of what they thought distinguished Nasu’s work from the prior movement.
From a thirty-thousand-foot view, both Kara no Kyoukai and Tsukihime can be described using a lot of the same terminology. In either case, we are talking about urban fantasy stories with hints of mystery and romance; in diegetic terms, both stories are about a protagonist named Shiki who gains the overwhelming power of the Mystic Eyes of Death Perception and is subsequently introduced to the world of the supernatural by a member of the Aozaki family. However, none of these details highlight a particular sense of continuity with the kind of social storytelling we considered in Mahoyo. Given this, we should take a moment to explain the details of each work and their respective connections to cultural history.
Kara no Kyoukai does not function on layered strata comparable to the city-mansion-mountain system present in Mahoyo. And similarly, there are no social outsiders comparable to the barbarian-like Soujuurou Shizuki. City life becomes the natural domain of our characters. And the meaning of that ‘city’ is notably different as compared to Mahoyo. The fictional city in Mahoyo is Misaki, a growing suburban town on the outskirts, representative of the coming universalisation of the city-as-centre over the rural periphery. In Kara no Kyoukai, the setting shifts to Mifune, a dense metropolis located within Tokyo. Put another way, the universalisation of the city has already arrived in Kara no Kyoukai, and everything else exists under it. In Mahoyo, the intermediary between the city and the periphery was embodied in the Kuonji Mansion, which literally existed on the boundary between the two. (As Soujuurou would put it, atop a hill that does not deserve to be called a mountain.) By contrast, the comparable boundary between the normal and exceptional in Kara no Kyoukai is Touko Aozaki’s contracting agency Hollow Shrine. Hollow Shrine operates out of an abandoned shell of a building, and takes on various jobs in detection, architecture, engineering and the like, beyond just supernatural work.
This ‘new’ kind of city is very prominent in the first story of the series, Overlooking View. In Overlooking View, the plot centres on a succession of jumping suicides from the roof of the ‘Fujou building’. Both the Fujou building and Touko’s Hollow Shrine are abandoned buildings that were constructed during the so-called bubble economy of Japan prior to the 1990s. They are the ruins of lost prosperity. It is subsequently revealed that the jumping incidents were due to a kind of haunting, where the disembodied spirit of a woman named Kirie Fujou tempted the young girls to their deaths. It goes without saying that the repeated name of Fujou is not a coincidence, as the building is owned by the ‘Fujou clan’.
The Fujou clan is an ancient lineage of demons (oni) that possess psychic powers. Thinking back to The Tale of Teito reveals the importance of demon clans to the landscape of denki fiction. Demon clans are archetypal of the ancient periphery that fought against the emperor in the model of ancient denki fiction, in much the same way as mountain people. But in Kara no Kyoukai, this periphery has become intermingled with the undifferentiated consumer society of post-war democracy. The same point is repeated in Remaining Sense of Pain, when another descendent of an ancient demon family, Fujino Asagami, goes on a murderous rampage across the city with her mystic eyes. The Ryougi family of the lead character Shiki Ryougi is also an ancient demon clan. However, by the time of Kara no Kyoukai, they have adapted to modern life by taking the form of an urban yakuza gang.
Regardless, returning to the Fujou building for a moment: The Fujou building is a failed real estate project owned by the ancient periphery—that is, by a demon clan. Touko Aozaki—the older sister of Aoko Aozaki who occupied the intermediary position of the Kuonji Mansion in Mahoyo—lives in an abandoned building in the midst of the city. What I intend to highlight with those examples is that the geographical boundary that delineated the social periphery from the social centre in denki fiction has melted away into the boundless structure of the city in Kara no Kyoukai. This is why, insomuch as we recognise the importance of what Kiyoshi Kasai identified as the “perfected hell of mediocrity and assimilation” present in capitalist society, the movement from denki to shindenki is something like the movement from historical fantasy to urban fantasy: Urban existence is a defining feature.
More particularly, each story in Kara no Kyoukai features the collision between everyday city life and the sudden revelation of hidden remnants of the supernatural periphery. Earlier denki stories were centred on the tension between the separate worlds of the periphery and centre. The role of individuals was as a window into these worlds. However, in the undifferentiated geographical space of urban fantasy, the tension between the everyday and the extraordinary runs across the hearts of individuals. This is made most clear in the second story of Kara no Kyoukai, Murder Speculation (Part 1). In Murder Speculation (Part 1), the lead character Mikiya Kokutou is romantically fascinated by Shiki Ryougi. However, his interest inadvertently drives him into the world of the supernatural. At first Shiki seems like the sheltered daughter of the head of a wealthy yakuza gang. However, as Mikiya encounters Shiki’s multiple personalities, ambiguous gender, and seeming connection to a string of mysterious murders, he is forced into the world of the periphery. It is a story about the collision between the everyday and the strange as structured around the boundary point of high school romance.
Inside and out
We should not confuse the rising importance of the contemporary boundless city in Kara no Kyoukai for a total reconfiguration of the denki genre. A natural corollary can be found in the similarly named shinhonkaku genre, which was prevalent in Japanese mystery fiction throughout the 1990s. Just as shindenki was a “new” denki, shinhonkaku was a “new” honkaku: Honkaku here referring to the classical style of puzzle mysteries and whodunits. Shinhonkaku was a neologism coined to refer to renewed interest in these puzzlers after Yukito Ayatsuji’s The Decagon House Murders in 1987. However, even from the beginning there was little agreement on what exactly differentiated this new honkaku movement from prior generations of puzzlers that had existed since the beginning of the 20th century. There were new contextual frameworks and new perspectives that were more prominent in contemporary mysteries when compared to older ones. The younger age of the most popular authors and the particular social mood of the 1990s brought a playful and postmodern feeling to many stories. Yet, there was no absolute measuring stick that one could use to separate out a shinhonkaku story from a ‘regular’ honkaku one. This has made it famously difficult to classify those authors from the shinhonkaku generation whose works adopted a conventional style directed at the mainstream, such as Keigo Higashino. We should approach the idea of a shindenki genre with the same caution and flexibility necessitated by the word shinhonkaku.
This is to say that the distinguishing characteristics of shindenki need not arrive all at once and totally antiquate the idea of a denki story. Thus far, we have drawn something of a hard line between denki and shindenki and located it at the debut of Kinoko Nasu. But that framework is a retroactive invention that emerged from Faust. It would be just as accurate to say that shindenki is still just denki, and that denki is slowly becoming more new (shin) with the passage of time.
When Kinoko Nasu’s first visual novel, Tsukihime, was released, it was advertised as a ‘denki adventure’. That this slogan lacks the word shindenki should be self-evident since that word had yet to be coined. However, the willingness to invoke the word denki for a dating sim type game such as Tsukihime also demonstrated the extent to which Nasu’s works did not arrive with a conscious attempt at newness. There was no desire to redefine the terms of the genre. It was simply taken for granted that genres were flexible categorisation tools, with no absolute or essential qualities. While we can easily point to the particularities of the city as a presence in Kara no Kyoukai for a low-resolution definition of shindenki, any comparison to Tsukihime complicates that attempt. If we want to isolate the core orientation of shindenki fiction beyond just a checklist of differences from the preceding denki, Tsukihime is a necessary and illustrative example.
Being set in an expansive and seemingly endless city, Kara no Kyoukai defined itself by the architectural metaphor of urban existence. But Tsukihime offers a slightly different geographical texture. While Kara no Kyoukai was set in the metropolitan Mifune, Tsukihime returns to the same suburban Misaki as Mahoyo. However, the diegetic passage of over a decade has slightly altered its depiction—the germ of a small city has matured into a self-contained urban landscape. The Misaki of Tsukihime has tall hotels, dense apartment buildings, sprawling networks of alleyways; the ever-present visage of the mountains present in Mahoyo has disappeared; the untamed rural road between Misaki and the Kuonji (now Tohno) Mansion has been replaced by a well landscaped modern road. The scope of these architectural transformations become most apparent in the spin-off fighting game, Melty Blood, where Misaki has large skyscrapers that were unimaginable in the setting of Mahoyo.
To be clear, I have described these comparisons in the exactly opposite direction to how they were conceived of in a non-diegetic sense. Mahoyo, which was originally in the form of a decidedly non-visual novel, presumably lacked much of the detail that illustrates these comparisons. It was precisely when Type-moon remade Mahoyo as an illustrated visual novel, with Tsukihime already long out and widely read, that they reimagined the visuals of Misaki in the context of the 1980s and turned back the clock to drain it of its metropolitan sights and sounds. In a similar manner, the recent remake of Tsukihime shifted its own setting to Souya, an urban location within Tokyo comparable to Mifune from Kara no Kyoukai.
Not to repeat myself too much, but capturing the proper picture of the evolution of the genre means understanding that these differences are important without being determinative. It is not that setting a denki story in an urban environment is a necessary or sufficient step for it to be considered a shindenki story. It is that the architecture of the city emerged as a natural metaphor for the changing mindset that informed denki storytelling in the 1990s and beyond. As we already discussed, the original social landscape of denki fiction emerged in a post-war context that was dependent on Japan’s mythic self-conception as a historically imperial power. Conscious of the fractured history of Japan, the stability of the Japanese empire was understood through the figurative tension between the authorities of the centre and the periphery. The empire had been built on the back of the centre’s control of the periphery—reaching beyond Japan itself to Korea, Manchuria, China, and all across Asia. And it was the United States, who arrived from the furthest possible incarnation of this periphery, that eventually smashed this imperial system.
By the 1990s, this mythic framework was an anachronism of almost half a century. It was an understatement to say that the youth did not remember the war: they barely remembered the post-war. When one imagined the tensions and “secret wars” that might lie beneath Japanese society, the idea of a dramatic conflict playing out over great distances was highly outdated. The great crisis of Japanese society at this time was the formless insecurity of economic stagnation. The United States, who had destroyed the imperial system, was not far enough away to be comparable to a secret cabal of mountain-dwelling demons—the United States was on every street corner in the form of a McDonald’s. As Noriko T. Reider puts it:
It is perhaps not so ironic, given the oni’s power and predilection to transform, that the American oni would turn into Japan’s strongest strategic ally and economic partner in the postwar period, showing its kind side immediately after the war by providing much needed food and democratic guidance. In this light, the oni enemy was transformed into a liberator from Japanese militarism and fascism; as “gifts from heaven,” democratic revolution was given to the Japanese from the American occupation force.
The major geopolitical periphery of the United States had fused with the Japanese city, and the minor political periphery of the Japanese bourgeoisie had reproduced themselves as a boundless metropolitan centre that now covered Japan. In this context, the essential purpose of denki fiction—the transformation of historical forces into an entertaining contemporary fantasy—had no reason to make use of outdated geographical particularities when written with the mindset of the 1990s onwards. The secret, magical exterior of Japanese society could be depicted as being as close as a McDonald’s.
While Kara no Kyoukai—a story very explicitly about the figurative boundaries of city life—depicts a more radically contemporary urban sprawl as compared to Tsukihime and might therefore be called ‘more’ of a shindenki work, they are both infused with a particular mindset that clarifies the general orientation of what Faust saw in the work of Kinoko Nasu. They both reflected the shifting meaning of history and myth in a capitalist Japan that had left the booming post-war economy behind. The Cold War was over, the emperor was dead, and the old metaphors no longer made sense. In practice, this means that shindenki was distinguished from old denki by the presence of tropes that signalled an awareness of this new historical context. The shift to contained urban fantasies, as was the case in Kara no Kyoukai, Tsukihime, and even Mahoyo, was a distinctive and representative metaphor for this new mindset. But Nasu did more to demonstrate the versatility of this contemporary mindset beyond just inserting denki fiction into urban fantasy settings.
A tightrope of youth and love
We could continue discussing the importance of the boundaries between the centre and periphery to the shindenki of Kara no Kyoukai and Tsukihime for some time. To take one key example, both stories revolve around the Mystic Eyes of Death Perception, which allow the user to see the boundaries of the world that emanate out from the inevitability of future history, and to bring about the destined end of all things. But this is not a critical analysis of the value of Nasu’s works as examples of denki fiction, so there is a limit to the relevance of this kind of analysis. We are here to note what is new and distinct about Nasu’s works in comparison to what Faust called the ‘legendary movement of the 1980s’. Thus far we have discussed the evolution of something like the foundational motifs of denki fiction. But Nasu’s work participated in the new context of the era in other senses as well. For a start, Nasu’s success in the market for dating sim video games suggests the need to discuss otaku culture.
So far, we have discussed Nasu’s lineage as an author along the lines of fairly arcane literary and social trends. But, like many young creators of his generation, Nasu’s immediate impetus was rather contemporary. At the time Nasu sat down to write his first work intended for publication, Mahoyo, the popular culture of Japan was undergoing a drastic shift. Originally, the anime market was a notable victim of the general economic recession and stagnation of the 1990s. But otaku culture still managed something of a come-back in the second half of the decade. This was mostly driven by the astronomical hit mecha series Neon Genesis Evangelion that aired from late 1995 to early 1996. As Nasu explains it, his attempt to become a novelist would have had no momentum whatsoever without the overwhelming presence of Evangelion:
Overall, the cause was because of watching the first episode of Neon Genesis Evangelion, which can’t have been ignored by neither I nor my contemporaries. The story goes back to my high school days, where I met Takeuchi-kun. At the time I announced that I will become a novelist in the future, and Takeuchi-kun said he will become a manga artist, this was like the plot of some popular manga, and in reality we talked to each other quite a bit. Thinking back on it now, it was pretty embarrassing (laughs). Since then, we both graduated from college, Takeuchi-kun went to work at a game company, and I found a local job. I had the casual goal of “finding some time to write a novel,” and I didn’t notice my dream was slowly being buried while I lived idly as the day by day. Neon Genesis Evangelion was what gave me a big push in the back… or should I say kicked me and sent me flying. Not even the first episode itself, I felt my brain had been smacked hard after just watching the opening theme. My heart thought, how can someone think to bring the PV (Promotion Video) method to anime? How can ideas be expressed so freely in anime? “If there are people in this world who are so ahead of the rest, what am I still being confused about?” My heart was severely shocked. I supposed Eva has the charm and enthusiasm that makes people think “I have to do something.” I’m sure of it. Instead of idly saying “when I have time next time,” I should at least write something. And so, the result of this sudden momentum was Mahou Tsukai no Yoru.
When discussing Mahoyo earlier, we referenced its dependence on the tropes of denki fiction. And while this was undoubtedly true, it was also a story written in response to Evangelion. The story of Mahoyo is centred on a trio of one boy and two girls: Soujuurou Shizuki is a reserved outsider to the dangerous world of the extraordinary; Aoko Aozaki and Alice Kuonji are respectively a tsundere and kuudere—otaku culture archetypes from the world of anime, manga, and video games. Not to put too fine a point on it, but this particular trio of reserved outsider combined with a highly competent moe pair was executed in this manner in clear emulation of the central character dynamics from Evangelion.
It is no wonder then that, in reference to Nasu-esque literature, Faust declared that they had “developed a ‘new (shin) denki’ novel tradition that fuses the denki movement of the 1980s with the anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.” Naturally, when Type-moon released their later works, the role of these subcultures extended beyond the manga-like illustrations provided by Takashi Takeuchi. Nasu’s writing is interspersed with occasional references to the conventions and trappings of otaku and moe culture. This is made very obvious in dating sims like Tsukihime and Fate/stay night, with their prevalent tsundere characters, twin maids, and gamified romance. But even in Kara no Kyoukai, the characters are presented with an orientation towards a very different kind of reader than the works of denki fiction from the 1980s.
Given the severe and at times gruesome content depicted in Tsukihime, one could easily imagine Type-moon opting for the conventions pioneered by Chunsoft in their horror and mystery ‘sound novel’ series—such as the semi-realistic art of Kamaitachi no Yoru or the photographic presentation of Machi. Instead, Type-moon’s visual novels were presented in the style of anime-like dating sim games. In particular, they have a very similar presentation to the dating sims developed by Leaf such as Shizuku or To Heart. While some of this was certainly driven by the inherent style of Takeuchi’s art, which had been honed with the intention of drawing manga, it was also a decision that Nasu and the rest of the team were conscious of. Certainly, when describing his opinions on moe culture, Nasu has said:
I still have ill feelings toward what is publicly known as “moe,” so he [Takeuchi] writes things in to make sure the plot has those elements, but he retains that “I haven’t completely sold my soul yet!” But then he goes and says “we could use some moe here, and there.” That’s all he ever talks about, wanting more moe.
And when reminiscing on his history with dating sims:
I actually didn’t like them very much. They were really fun, but as a male, I didn’t really get excited. For me, the stuff that really got my blood pumping were Japanese fantasy novels. That’s how I got into all this, those were my core, so I wanted to make something really suspenseful.
This is all to say that Nasu had little prior interest in the densely moe world of dating sims and adult games. On that front, Type-moon’s shift towards otaku culture was driven by Takeuchi, since Nasu’s exposure had mostly been reserved for mainstream titles such as Evangelion. But once the decision was made to compete in the adult game market, Nasu studiously engaged with the subculture to a greater degree. Explaining in one anecdote that before the development of Tsukihime, he “didn’t have a PC, only a PlayStation, and had played To Heart and ONE. Then I played Kanon on Takeuchi’s PC.” This initially academic interest gradually grew as Nasu’s involvement in the scene crystalised. Indeed, by late 2003, Nasu’s attitude had evolved such that he could declare of the thoroughly otaku dating sim CROSS†CHANNEL that he would “worship it as an heirloom. A monument to my mixed fortune in encountering such an inspiring, but insurmountable, challenge.”
Nasu’s complex and conflicted history with otaku culture somewhat undermines Faust’s claim that shindenki was inherently infused with the “anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.” Certainly, this cultural context had some impact on Nasu’s style. And as the most immediately important contributor to Faust’s dream of a shindenki movement, this influence became determinative: Attempting to write denki fiction after Nasu necessitated some attempt to appeal to the otaku fans that had been won over to the genre through Nasu. However, the reasons for this cultural convergence seem more coincidental than anything else. Had Nasu read a few less manga in his youth, and had his rise not been at the side of a massive otaku in Takashi Takeuchi, it is quite possible that Nasu’s works would have been relatively free of otaku conventions.
Yet, history is sometimes determined by the outcome of coincidences. The late 1990s and early 2000s were a pivotal time for otaku media. Both anime and manga had a long history prior to this era, but the post-Evangelion boom was exactly when the contours of the contemporary industry were formed. Several determinative trends manifested here, such as the dominance of the internet, home video, and media mix model. And interest in anime reached the mass attention of overseas markets with the help of the explosive success of Pokémon and other franchises. Certainly, the otaku-ification of denki fiction present in Nasu’s works does not seem to reflect any particularly deep or complex reasons beyond the mood of the times. But that does not make it any less valid or present. We can still say that Faust was correct that shindenki involved features of otaku culture that were absent from the original denki boom. Even if this difference was more or less just an aesthetic element for the key writers in question.
The anomaly of mystery
Without being able to decisively latch onto the impact of the “anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s” that was given such import by Faust, the characteristics of shindenki may seem to be reducible to a few minor modernising features. But before we get too comfortable with our picture of the genre, we should discuss another major influence that Nasu was enthralled by during his teenage years. That is, mystery fiction.
Shortly after the release of Tsukihime, Nasu stipulated that his goal as a writer was to create a “fusion of denki and shinhonkaku fiction.” When pressed to explain this stance, he clarified:
I was always a fan of denki fiction. Kikuchi is sort of like the god of all that, or the initial impetus that spurred me on. When I read him, I had never even known there was a genre of fiction this entertaining. Takeuchi and I have always worked together, so I knew the power of his art. And I knew that novels can’t beat manga. Novels make users take time in reading all the lengthy words, while manga can take all those words and express them in a single picture. That’s the advantage manga has, so novels need to be twice as entertaining as manga. That’s how I think.
Then I happened to read Yukito Ayatsuji’s The Decagon House Murders. It really shocked me.
“So there are ways of expression that are exclusive to novels,” I thought. It was like I had been hit in the head. That’s when I started moving toward adopting a shinhonkaku style. I wanted to mix the entertainment of a shinhonkaku novel with a denki novel. That was about 5-6 years ago. So the author who influenced me was Hideyuki Kikuchi, while the author who pushed a switch in my head was Yukito Ayatsuji. Aside from them, I would also say I’ve been influenced by Souji Shimada. Those are my holy trinity. And I really like Natsuhiko Kyougoku. He hasn’t really influenced me, though, he’s more like a God. I just like him so much.
It is fairly remarkable that, despite this frank statement of intention, Faust failed to include any mention of mystery fiction whatsoever in their editorial on the beginning of the shindenki movement. All the more so considering that Faust and Kodansha were absolutely saturated with mystery authors and critics—indeed, most of the above authors were published by Kodansha. Ultimately, only those in the room at the time can know their true reasons. But that they excluded it poses a crucial question: Did Nasu fail or succeed in his intentions to combine mystery and denki fiction?
This is a story that we seem destined to repeat, so I will not spend too much space on the honkaku renaissance of the 1990s. But it really was a remarkable era. In 1987, Yukito Ayatsuji’s The Decagon House Murders was published to wide acclaim. The Decagon House Murders is a whodunit-style puzzler in the mould of golden age writers such as Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, John Dickson Carr, or Ellery Queen. In Japan, such puzzlers are known as ‘honkaku’ mysteries. Ayatsuji’s novel revolves around the logical process of deduction and intricate plotting typified by that era, but with a playfully self-aware approach that marked it as decidedly contemporary. It set off a boom of over a decade of interest in exactly these kinds of novels. Something that separated this trend from the success of crime thrillers in the West was that the writers and readers of this new (shin) honkaku boom were generally quite young and skewed male. (It is conventional wisdom in the publishing industry that crime fiction and mysteries generally skew towards older women.) The reading and discussion of these mysteries became exceedingly normal among a whole generation of young men in high school and university.
Note: it is often forgotten just how many influential creators in the otaku space of the early 2000s were precisely from this exact group that grew up under the influence of puzzler mysteries. There is an abundance of significant names, ranging from Nagaru Tanigawa (author of the Haruhi Suzumiya series) to Kazutaka Kodaka (creator of the Danganronpa franchise), who were born in the 1970s through to the early 1980s, and were therefore teenagers during the shinhonkaku boom of the 1990s. And in their biographies, these mystery novels almost always make an appearance. Once you are looking out for it, the phenomenon is ubiquitous.
As for Kinoko Nasu, his interest came at the tail end of his career as a high schooler during the mid-1990s. As an avid fantasy fanatic, his primary reading stock had been the denki fiction of the 1980s. But once he became aware of the appeal of the mystery fiction that was being published around him, he became convinced that his own work would need to incorporate elements from them. According to The Trail of Type-moon, even as he was working on adult game scenarios, Nasu still entertained the dream of becoming a mystery novelist in emulation of his favourite authors among those he read during the 1990s such as Yukito Ayatsuji, Souji Shimada, Kenji Takamoto, Natsuhiko Kyougoku, and Kiyoshi Kasai. Such dreams were exactly what led to the re-publication of Kara no Kyoukai with Kodansha and Nasu’s later mystery series DDD.
Returning to Kara no Kyoukai for a moment: Faust might have declared it the beginning of the shindenki movement, but for those in the context of its writing, the more immediate achievement was its inclusion of mystery elements. Takashi Takeuchi said of it:
I felt like reading Kara no Kyoukai gave me the first impressions of true “mystery” writing. Before that, his [Nasu’s] works had quite a different taste to them.
As for Nasu himself, he shared a similar sentiment when summarising his own development as a writer:
Mahou Tsukai no Yoru encompassed everything I had wanted to do at that point in time. There was a theory of magic, Aoko was the heroine, and you had these people living in the same house—then at the end I wanted to have a few twists to make it mysterious.
So I did all I set out to do. “Guess I have no more goals for now,” I thought. Then I decided to try and write a truly literary novel, something unlike anything I’d done before. So I wrote Flowers of Ice, about a knight.
Afterwards, I thought, “now that I’ve really done all I wanted to do, I should try to work on that mix of denki and shinhonkaku fiction I’ve always been interested in.” And I invited Takeuchi along for the ride.
The ‘ride’ referenced by Nasu was their first ever serious collaboration in Kara no Kyoukai. For those involved in creating it, Kara no Kyoukai was the culmination of Nasu’s vision of a denki work infused with the features of a shinhonkaku story. (Note: Kara no Kyoukai‘s tagline on Type-moon’s archived site from 2003 still describes it as a ‘honkaku-denki novel’ as of writing.) But how true this is can only be assessed with the content of the novels themselves.
The fundamental structure of Kara no Kyoukai certainly took suitable cues from the mystery works that inspired it. Each arc takes the form of the investigation of a ‘case’ of sorts. For Murder Speculation (Part 1), there is the titular murder spree. And for the subsequent events of the story, Touko Aozaki’s Hollow Shrine serves as a kind of detective agency. The key drama of the story is usually contextualised by our characters’ investigation of the facts of the cases forwarded to Touko’s firm. For example, in Remaining Sense of Pain, Mikiya Kokutou engages with the narrative through the framework of a missing person’s case. And Oblivion Recording is structured around the case of a mysterious suicide.
However, more important for our consideration is how Kara no Kyoukai utilises the technical machinery of mystery fiction. When Nasu was shocked by the ability of shinhonkaku to tap into “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels,” he was referring to how this narrative machinery went beyond mere realism. In the context of fantasy fiction, realism is a key goal in and of itself insomuch as it allows for total immersion within an invented world. To that end, Nasu originally imagined that a medium that allowed for greater immersion would surpass anything he could achieve with his novelistic writing. But once he encountered the finely tuned technical features of a mystery novel, he developed the totally opposite impression. Mystery novels could evoke particular emotions through techniques and strategies that were particular to their medium, and contingent on the unrealistic sensations of being removed from the events as they are occurring in a diegetically real space.
One clear example of how this informed his writing can be found in Overlooking View. Throughout that introductory story, Shiki’s gender is kept ambiguous in the narration. This affords a particularly opaque sense to Shiki’s characterisation: We know that she deeply cares for Mikiya, but her masculine mannerisms, remarkable supernatural powers, and terse manner of speaking undermines any attempt to assume the nature of that relationship with what little information we have. That is, since Shiki’s gender is not stated, and since heterosexuality is recognised as the cultural default, their relationship remains ambiguous. It is only at the end of the story, after we have seen the lengths that Shiki goes to in order to free Mikiya from the effects of his enthrallment at the hands of Kirie Fujou, that Mikiya frankly remarks on her status as a woman.
In a similar sense, the supernatural events of Kara no Kyoukai are infused with all sorts of mystery novel conventions, such as locked rooms, alibis, and closed circles. Paradox Spiral is particularly instructive in this regard, as its central mystery—the Ogawa building incident—integrates the particular supernatural features of Nasu’s fantasy setting with a locked room logic puzzle. In this incident, a burglar attempts to rob an apartment in the Ogawa building, only to find a family of corpses. However, upon returning to the scene with the police, the burglar finds the family alive and well. The mystery is deepened by the story of Tomoe Enjou, who seems to corroborate the burglar’s initial account, as he recalls himself as the murderer in question. Furthermore, there is a second incident that is equally peculiar: After a stabbing incident near the building, the victim dies within the Ogawa building while calling for help so loudly that it is audible all across the street. However, the residents of the Ogawa building all report to the police that they heard none of these calls. The combination of these incidents creates the impression of a building where contradictory events seem to occur.
The solution to this puzzle is fundamentally rooted in the supernatural logic of Nasu’s universe: The contradictory appearances and recollections of the residents are explained by the fact that the residents all turn out to be artificial homunculi maintained via magecraft. However, this solution is delivered through the medium of an intricate architectural puzzle that cannot escape comparisons to Yukito Ayatsuji and his recurrent use of strange buildings designed by his fictional architect Seiji Nakamura. Nasu crafts the puzzle like so: The Ogawa building uses a turning elevator and spiral staircases within a circular building to disorient visitors and throw off their sense of ordinal direction. This trick is used to hide a series of hidden apartments where the corpses of residents are kept whilst their homunculi copies live out a daily life in the accessible apartments none the wiser. Therefore, the locked room puzzle is based around the fact that the burglar originally visited the hidden apartments only to later lead the police by accident to the apartments occupied by homunculi.
[image: ]
The Ogawa building incident is a revealing piece of writing not just because it depends upon the conventions and aesthetics of whodunit mysteries, but also because it is composed in a manner that highlights its particular lineage. Its aesthetic similarities to a Yukito Ayatsuji novel have already been noted, but the specific trick used by Nasu here is largely a remix of the solution to a particular locked room novel (that shall not be named to lessen the potency of this spoiler) written by Natsuhiko Kyougoku. Nasu happily wears this influence on his sleeve, littering Paradox Spiral with aesthetic references to Kyougoku’s writing (fans of The Box of the Mouryou are likely to note several prominent references to that novel littered about). Despite the clear fantastical elements, Nasu was not shy about his aspiration toward the features of the shinhonkaku novels that he cherished. And this is not limited to Kara no Kyoukai by any means.
For example, Tsukihime is saturated with the aesthetic hallmarks of whodunits. The Tohno Mansion, a prominent location in the story, captures the familiar trappings of country manors and bourgeois life. The twin maids shown here would be equally at home in a shinhonkaku story. And the key narrative intrigue of the early sections of the story, which is found in a serial murder case, seems to be calling out for a detective far more than it is calling out for a story about vampires. However, these elements as they appear in Tsukihime also reveal an interesting intersection. While these elements were originally most common in the shinhonkaku mysteries of the era, they were also being absorbed within a wider otaku substratum. Nasu was of course not the only reader of shinhonkaku fiction who was interacting with that subculture. For example, the prevalence of household servants in shinhonkaku fiction merged seamlessly with otaku’s interest in maids as moe characters. Contemporaneously to Tsukihime, maids and country manor style mansions were spreading to the dating sim scene via titles such as Triangle Heart 3.
The narrative importance of this integration can be seen in the particular style of mystery present in Tsukihime. There are clear hallmarks of mystery fiction. For example, twin tricks are used on multiple occasions. Firstly, Shiki confuses himself with the original SHIKI Tohno. And secondly, Shiki confuses his memories of Hisui for memories of Kohaku in their routes, leading to a central drama. Originally, dating sims were most strongly associated with gamified experiences such as Tokimeki Memorial and Doukyuusei, whose style of romance can be compared to the systems-oriented relationship mechanics present in games such as Persona and Danganronpa. However, the latter half of the 1990s saw a shift towards more narrative-centric ways of presenting interactive romance—especially due to the influence of Leaf’s style of visual novels such as To Heart. (Nasu had read To Heart prior to writing Tsukihime.) In these games, an unfolding narrative, often in the framework of a common route, presents the heroines and their personalities to the player. The player then interacts with a series of choices to engage in further scenes with particular heroines to learn more about them. A common convention of these types of romances is that some element of the heroine’s backstory is presented as a mystery that the player must uncover by pursuing a romance with them. Tsukihime’s style of mystery presents the backstory of the heroine within conventions that are influenced by shinhonkaku mystery, and thereby manages to fit into an interesting place in this lineage.
Despite the clear influence of mystery fiction on the particular style of Kinoko Nasu, it is less clear whether this association is foundational to the nature of shindenki fiction. Certainly, as the most important trendsetter in the arena, Nasu was afforded the opportunity to shape shindenki in his own image. In this sense, the sense of shinhonkaku-style mystery present in shindenki works feels like a coincidence of timing at least as much as the presence of elements of otaku culture. However, it is worth considering just why all of these influences managed to fit together so well. When shindenki fiction moved the denki-type story from the domain of the whole nation to the setting of the entanglements of the city, some of its fundamental genre content shifted in turn. The process of discovering the extraordinary from within an everyday lifestyle, which is a common feature of denki narratives, can no longer take the form of a physical adventure to the outside world. Because the social space of denki has been compressed, the discovery of adventure within a shindenki work must be framed with the motif of discovering the secret world as it exists within the everyday city. A close examination of Kara no Kyoukai and Tsukihime reveals that the most natural vehicle for the collision of the everyday and the extraordinary within a shindenki story is to present that extraordinary as a kind of mystery. To put it even more simply, when an urban fantasy presents its fantasy as a secret, the primary path to adventure is mystery—the discovery of the secret world through investigation. While Nasu’s interest in hardcore shinhonkaku tropes might be particularly pronounced, the role of mystery within shindenki is hard to disregard as a mere coincidence, even without an absolute answer on its necessity.
Chapter 4 – Fate/stay night: Too big to fail
The problem of perspective
The didactic purpose of classical literature was rooted in cultural values that privileged communal harmony and social organisation. It is important to not fall into the pitfall of thinking of historical change as a path of linear and unambiguous ‘progress’: However, the emergence of chuanqi literature from zhiguai literature as we described it earlier reflected a partial development from didactic, socially oriented literature towards the power of emotive ‘modern’ literature that evoked more relatable perspectives—such as those of the individual. As the namesake of denki, this tendency in chuanqi is revealing. The fundamental orientation of denki starts with the motif of society, forming a story that reformulates historical forces into fantastical ones via a dramatic context. But it manifests this mindset with the intention of depicting that society as being made up of various human perspectives, instead of inhuman forces. That is, denki fiction embodies the attitude that social storytelling is best communicated when related to a comprehensible human perspective. As it happens, Kinoko Nasu’s evolution as a writer mirrored and extended this kind of development in microcosm.
The kind of denki fiction typified by the 1980s staged its action on a grand scale—often that of the whole nation. In such stories, the social world is layered in such a geographically complex manner that it can never be seen all at once from one place. Even if the story happens to be rooted to a particular perspective character, they are always moving in and amongst different layers of the centre-periphery system—that is, investigating different layers of the social world as embodied by distinct geographic locations. By contrast, when the centre-periphery system is compressed into the social context of the contemporary city, all of these layers can exist within the life of one subject in one place. This subtle elevation of individual perspectives over the perspectives of geographically distinct communities demonstrates how shindenki stories are more oriented towards existentialism, and less towards the classical forms of social storytelling that denki originated from. To be clear, this is all a question of marginal change in the sense of a spectrum: The meaning of modern literature is intimately tied up in the shift towards stories of the individual. The denki fiction of the 1980s was situated within this context as contrasted to the didactic mythology of pre-modern literature, and shindenki in turn responded to its own historical moment by leaning even more into this distinction. (More particularly, the compression of social space into an existential narrative must unavoidably be read in a similar light to the rise of sekai-kei narratives in the post-Evangelion climate, which were contemporaneous with Nasu.)
This understanding of shindenki fiction was later echoed by Nasu himself:
As the writer, it’s hard for me to get a sense, but a quote I once heard from Kiyoshi Kasai comes to mind: “The ‘enemy’ that protagonists faced in the denki novels of the 1980s is different from the ‘enemy’ they face in the denki novels written from the 1990s onwards.” Denki novels in the 1980s had enemies that represented distortions in society. By the 1990s, main characters began fighting with problems in their own surroundings, in a more personal scope. Thinking about that, with both Shiki Ryougi in Kara no Kyoukai and Shirou Emiya in Fate/stay night, the characters suffer from trying to come to terms with problems in their own narrow perspectives. The ones who stand in their ways, Souren Araya and Kirei Kotomine, are simply people who fought against the world itself and lost in the past—the main characters from the 1980s.
Although Mahoyo exists as a notable exception, Nasu’s works have generally presented themselves in a dominantly first-person perspective that leverages the potential of existential narrative. In at least one sense, this tendency is thoroughly unsurprising. From Kara no Kyoukai onwards, Nasu wished to explore the “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels” in his work, and the interiority offered by first-person narratives are a key example of such ways of expression. This is not to say that he rigidly sticks to first-person only, in order to make the existential an overwhelming motif of the story: Almost all of his first-person fiction has sections told from the third-person perspective. The point is precisely that Nasu is very conscious of the issue of perspective, which is an issue that was typically relegated to the rubric of ‘realism’ in the fantasy-focused denki of the 1980s.
This was no doubt informed by the mystery fiction that caused Nasu to discover the issue of perspective and “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels” in the first place. Mystery novels are neither predominantly first-person nor third-person narratives. Instead, perspective is a tool that can be consciously manipulated as part of the tricks and conventions of whodunit puzzles. In the interwar generation of honkaku authors, the Watson archetype was maintained precisely to allow for the flexibility to use narrative tricks tailored to both first-person and third-person narration. And even during the days of Agatha Christie, the perspective of the Watson was used to great effect to trick the reader through “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels.”
Relevantly, the shinhonkaku generation had a slightly different approach to this same general goal. This is largely due to the particular form of two of the works that preceded and defined the rest of the boom—Souji Shimada’s The Tokyo Zodiac Murders and Yukito Ayatsuji’s The Decagon House Murders. I will deliberately avoid spoiling the details of either novel, but what is of note for our investigation today is that both novels jumped between different perspectives. In particular, The Decagon House Murders (a novel beloved by Nasu), jumped between an objective third-person perspective and the first-person perspective of a Watson-type character.
For reasons that are beyond the scope of this text, this precedent was an early example of how narration and perspective in shinhonkaku novels turned out to be subtly different from the preferred style of interwar honkaku fiction. Notably, Natsuhiko Kyougoku (another of Nasu’s favourites) innovated in his development of mysteries where the psychological personality of the first-person narrator was an essential clue in the structure of the logical puzzle. Kyougoku was at the forefront of a trend of mysteries that emphasised characters over pure plot which rose to prominence from the mid 1990s onwards—featuring authors such as Hiroshi Mori and Ryuusui Seiryouin. Attentive Nasu biographers will note that this was exactly the era when he was immersed in the world of shinhonkaku mystery fiction.
All of this is to say that it should come as no surprise that Nasu’s pursuit of “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels” drove him towards the conscious use of perspective in a manner distinct from the pursuit of objective realism. However, this explanation is lacking if we wish to paint a full picture of the evolution of Nasu’s works after Kara no Kyoukai—particularly Fate/stay night. For that, we have to turn to Nasu’s journey into the world of dating sims.
The origin of Shirou Emiya
In a sense, Kinoko Nasu’s discomfort with dating sims was very particular and highly gendered. When summarising his early opinions of the genre, Nasu gave the following example:
Going back to Kanon, that was a game where there was an actual main character, but the heroines were really the ones who carried the story, and it was sort of like the main character was just tagging along. It was fun in that respect, but it felt weird to me, coming from my background. To me, the main character was supposed to be a vessel of the player. You were supposed to work in that world as the main character and become the centre of the story.
His general sentiment of perceiving a problematic gap between how the hero and heroines are depicted in dating sims may seem rather obvious. But parsing his complaints more closely, it is actually rather eccentric. In one breath, he is dissatisfied with the sensation that “the main character was just tagging along” with the heroines, but in another he declares that the hero is “supposed to be a vessel of the player.” A cursory examination of the subcultural grammar of dating sims would suggest that Nasu’s expectations exactly invert the intentions of the genre: The main character is absorbed into the background precisely so that they may serve as a vessel of the player. This is suggested by several common conventions: the trope of the faceless and voiceless nature of the ‘hentai’ protagonist, the first-person staging of the usual presentation of sprites, or the often-dissociative way that the player can freely direct the feelings of the protagonist via romantic choices—to name a few.
Put another way, Nasu was seemingly unaware of just how drastically his vision of the ‘male fantasy’ differed from the dominantly assumed male fantasy within the dating sim space. Inspired by the conventions of fantasy fiction, Nasu wanted to depict a story where a male “vessel of the player” grew into someone remarkable that the audience could aspire towards. That is, the essential fantasy was that the audience would see an exceptional circumstance that turns the hero into an exceptional person, and resultantly the audience would dream of a fantastical adventure where they too could change into someone like that. But in a dating sim, the “vessel of the player” is often a blank canvas, whose appeal comes from being thrust, as a matter of coincidental circumstance, into an enviable sexual situation. Therefore, when Nasu subsequently described his intentions in the genre as being to create “something where you could tag along with heroines’ stories while still remaining as the centre of that world,” he was describing something subtly and unintentionally antithetical to the overriding mindset of the genre. Of course, with the benefit of hindsight, we can say that audiences had interest in Nasu’s approach, even if he could not yet know that at the time.
Looking at Nasu’s evolving approach to dating sims makes it obvious just how interested he was in achieving this desire. Tsukihime contained fairly lengthy monologues from the perspective of the protagonist Shiki Tohno. These were most prevalent in the context of its psychological horror elements, such as the scenes relating to Shiki’s possession by Roa. The story also paid considerable attention to developing the backstory and characteristics of Shiki, rather than solely focusing on the heroines. Despite this, Shiki is often characterised in the fairly broad terms of an ordinary student: His chief personality traits involve a vague kindness typical of dating sim heroes, and the trope of the faceless protagonist is still present here. In summary, despite his best efforts, Shiki’s presentation in Tsukihime was something of a failure by the standards that Nasu set for himself.
This is exactly why the content of Tsukihime PLUS-DISC and Kagetsu Tohya—Tsukihime’s two fan disc sequels—is so revealing. In the culture of comic market communities, fan discs are a celebration of the most dedicated customers of a given circle. It is common to give less attention to its narrative value in favour of delivering ‘fanservice’ for those fans in the form of content relating to their preferred heroines. And yet, Shiki is given quite a bit of attention in both of these fan discs. Tsukihime PLUS-DISC gave Shiki a sprite; this may seem like a trivial decision, but it was an important break with the usual presentation of the protagonist in dating sims. And Kagetsu Tohya spends a considerable portion of its screen time extending the backstory and characterisation of Shiki in a separate context from his involvement with the main heroines.
While these steps demonstrate how eager Nasu was to escape from the limitations he perceived in the dating sim genre, they were not nearly enough to stand out. Tsukihime was very well received for a self-published game, but its critical acclaim came in other arenas. Audiences enjoyed the setting, the mysteries, the heroines, and the atmosphere. But few could say that the characterisation of Shiki Tohno stood out to them, even with Nasu’s relatively minor innovations in that department. However, looking analytically at Nasu’s output up until that point, this clearly was not due to a fundamental inability to write perspective characters. The distinct narration of Shiki Ryougi in Kara no Kyoukai was one of the main draws that built up interest in that work in the first place. Nasu certainly thought he had succeeded in developing some level of existential depth in this case when he said, “with both Shiki Ryougi in Kara no Kyoukai and Shirou Emiya in Fate/stay night, the characters suffer from trying to come to terms with problems in their own narrow perspectives.”
One curious difference between Shiki Tohno and Shiki Ryougi, beyond their respective mediums, is one of gender. Leaving aside Murder Speculation (Part 1), where the answer would be slightly different, Shiki Ryougi from Kara no Kyoukai is a female protagonist. Curiously, Fate/stay night was built on the skeleton of an earlier draft of a story that featured a female protagonist named Ayaka Sajyou. In this version of this story, Saber, the main heroine of Fate/stay night, was written as a male love interest for Ayaka. When reflecting on how this fact affected the final product of Fate/stay night, where their respective genders were reversed, Nasu makes an intriguing admission:
It’s difficult to call the relationship between Shirou and Saber a relationship between a man and a woman. Saber has fought for a long time as the ruler of Britain, but then turned into a girl all of a sudden and fell in love with Shirou. It’s pretty ridiculous when you think about it. But I really wanted to push it towards that sort of boy-meets-girl story. So as a last resort, I had Shirou continually say things to her like “But you’re a girl,” and “Girls aren’t supposed to fight,” in order to remind the users that “she is really a girl.” It’s like the author’s actually the one trying to convince Saber that she’s a girl… I feel like I could have written it a lot better now, but that was the best I could do at the time.
From Nasu’s perspective, the primary failures of the Saber route of Fate/stay night had their roots in a problem of gender. Nasu’s focus is on how these complications affected the characterisation of Saber, but there is no reason to limit our thinking to that horizon. Saber, who was accidentally presented as a masculine woman, failed to feel convincing. But Shiki Ryougi, who was intentionally presented as a masculine woman, did feel convincing. Clearly there is some complexity to the issue that Nasu encountered under the rubric of gender.
In Kara no Kyoukai, the character who suffered from the vaguest characterisation and the sense of a “main character [who] was just tagging along” was not Shiki Ryougi, but Mikiya Kokutou. While the differences between Mikiya and Shiki does include the issue of gender as a symptom, the issue is most accurately captured by an analysis of what their respective perspectives mean to the overall narrative. Shiki is an inherently mysterious character, and as a result takes her othering from the audience as a given: Nasu does not expect the audience to relate to her, and so she must explain herself thoroughly. By contrast, Mikiya’s thoughts are sometimes blank and opaque, leaving much to his assumed relatability as a “a vessel of the [reader].” Put another way, despite their various differences, Mikiya Kokutou and Shiki Tohno faced similar limitations when it came to expressing a sense of characterisation that cohered to Nasu’s ideal of a character who could be the “centre of the world.”
What most improved Shiki’s value as a lead character was being viewed from an outside perspective in subsequent sequels and spinoff properties such as Kagetsu Tohya and Melty Blood. It was only once the audience’s perspective was made to not overlap with Shiki’s that Nasu found the ability to properly explain how Shiki differed from the audience. That is, Nasu managed to dispel the feeling of constructing a blank slate—a Gary Stu. When comparing Nasu’s approach to Shiki Tohno and Mikiya Kokutou to female leads such as Aoko Aozaki, Shiki Ryougi, and Ayaka Sajyou, it seems likely that, consciously or otherwise, Nasu repeatedly returned to writing woman protagonists exactly because their otherness from himself made it more natural to develop characters who explained themselves and did not feel like blank slates.
Read in this light, Nasu’s curious comments on the nature of dating sims, and how they differ from the default reading of the genre, start to make a lot more sense. In many dating sims, the “vessel for the player” is an empty surface—as similar to the audience’s own perspective as possible. But for Nasu, such a vessel is “supposed to work in that world” and “become the centre of the story.” They are meant to feel vibrant and alive, like a real person. A blank slate, of the type valued in conventional dating sims, would drift into the background—”just tagging along”—and fail to occupy the centre of the story. Nasu was so conscious of this phenomenon precisely because he had struggled with it himself and had turned to the shortcut of the female protagonist as a way of circumventing this tendency.
While Shirou Emiya took the place of one of these female protagonists, he was very much not one. Nasu failed to acclimatise Saber to the role of heroine, since her character was so similar to her originally male incarnation. But Shirou had no such problem. He was so drastically different from Ayaka that there was never any way to confuse his gender. And yet, Shirou was definitely the incarnation of Nasu’s desired approach to characterisation. That is, someone who felt different enough that the audience wanted to learn more about them, and yet similar enough that they could follow-along with his perspective easily: Shirou succeeded where Shiki Tohno had failed.
This was primarily the result of practice and improvement leading to better outcomes. As Nasu improved as a writer, his intentions crystalised into an end product that more closely matched with his vision. But there were also systematic elements that helped push Nasu over the edge. For example, Shirou’s introduction as a non-perspective character in the Prologue of Fate/stay night, and the presence of an externalised Shirou in the character Archer, afforded Nasu more room to avoid the pitfalls of a blank slate character. In addition, it is quite possible that the process of rewriting a female character into a male one forced Nasu to wrestle more explicitly with the distinct characteristics of Shirou’s development. Regardless of what combination of practice and these structural elements led to the result we see today, Fate/stay night is finally a story that is driven by the interior development of a “main character [who] was supposed to be a vessel of the player … and become the centre of the story.” Shirou fits the bill rather well.
There are well documented critical failings in Fate/stay night, such as the problematic aspects of the Saber route that were admitted by Nasu himself. But it was also the first time that Nasu was successfully able to put his vision of the ideal dating sim perspective character into practice. This is so important because it reverberated with the general reorientation towards existential narrative that distinguished the contemporary denki experience from the ‘legendary movement’ of the 1980s. Fate/stay night was not just the story of arcane secret organisations fighting for power in the underbelly of society: It contained these elements, but always through the perspective of an existentially rich character, who discovered the ‘secret truth’ of the world and the ‘secret truth’ of his interior self in parallel. And audiences were enamoured with this combination in a sense incomparable to Nasu’s prior works. Any number of fans of Fate/stay night fans are more than willing to explain how the quality of Shirou’s characterisation is a key point of appeal for the game. And it is one of the major reasons why the work is still remembered fondly today.
The Fate/ juggernaut
From the perspective of the market, Fate/stay night was the big break for Kinoko Nasu. Only a few short years earlier, his works were being distributed in small numbers at independent comic markets. But it was in 2003 for the sake of Fate/stay night that his self-publishing circle, Type-moon, was incorporated as Notes Co. Limited. Fate/stay night was subsequently released commercially in early 2004, and later that same year Faust declared the shindenki movement, while Kodansha introduced Nasu to the mainstream of literature by re-publishing Kara no Kyoukai. But these cultural accolades were just the icing on the cake. Type-moon had banked a lot on the success of Fate/stay night, and the ubiquity of the Fate/ brand today is just one sign of how big this bet paid off.
However, the claim that Fate/ is big just brings us back to the beginning of this text. The question is whether the added understanding of Nasu’s trajectory as a writer that we have developed since then offers any new insights on the post-Fate/ unfolding of the Nasu phenomenon. To summarise this trajectory: Nasu’s works infused the general social logic of the denki works of the 1980s with the dominant zeitgeist of the 1990s. This zeitgeist was typified by Evangelion, which established the importance of the compression of social space. This depiction of social space was well suited to the geographical reorientation towards the city demanded by the moment, as opposed of wider flung stories of the centre and periphery. In addition, the prevalence of existential narrative in the post-Evangelion context served as a suitable anchor that delineated a smaller scale social perspective. The city and the self contained within Nasu’s work conspired to deliver the particular feeling of urban fantasy present in Fate/stay night. The importance of shinhonkaku style mysteries to this formula, and Nasu’s pursuit of “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels,” is an issue that cannot be categorised decisively. But they were present and influential. Regardless, this general picture of Nasu’s works which had come to fruition by the time of Fate/stay night does call to mind the definition of the shindenki movement as provided by Faust, which read:
The present moment of the 2000s is one where the extraordinary content of the past has fused with our ordinary daily lives … One answer is the denki novel, which is a format that expertly depicts the extraordinary as part of the everyday … Based on this understanding, Faust has developed a “new (shin) denki” novel tradition that fuses the denki movement of the 1980s with the anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.
The relative importance of anime, manga, and video games as compared to shinhonkaku mysteries and other literary trends can be quibbled with. But Fate/stay night was certainly the moment where one could declare that a phenomenon that is similar to this definition had arrived. The impact of Fate/stay night culminated in a massively successful franchise that has been adapted into a range of anime, manga, video games, and other derivative media. These have included adaptations of the original story as well as a large extended universe of spinoff material. However, this expansion of the franchise reveals a crucial disjunction present in Faust’s perspective. Faust saw the culmination of social forces that led to an author like Nasu, and they correctly saw his importance and potential. But they did not see how Nasu’s fame and influence could be disconnected from his original social context.
An illustrative example can be found in the world of Fate/stay night anime adaptations. The original adaptation of Fate/stay night in 2006 was even more instrumental to the rise of Fate/stay night in mass culture than the original visual novel. And this effect was only multiplied by the universe of Fate/ adaptations pushed by Aniplex after the success of the prequel series Fate/zero. But the movement to this medium was something of a step backwards if measured by Nasu’s original vision for his own writing. It goes without saying that the rise of Fate/ as an anime property could not further Nasu’s ambitions for “ways of expression that are exclusive to novels.” In fact, it represented a retreat to Nasu’s earlier philosophy that fantasy fiction demanded realistic immersion as the primary goal of its own presentation. Furthermore, the form of a conventional action anime disguised Nasu’s efforts to capture a higher standard of existential narrative—which was what most distinguished Fate/stay night from his earlier works. That is, the narration and perspective of the protagonist became less important.
Nasu as a writer was shaped by his maturation in the media climate of the 1990s. In the post-Evangelion world, the ability to tell intimate stories about the interior world of the protagonist was in vogue. And Nasu, being highly influenced by the idiosyncrasies of shinhonkaku mystery fiction, sought to depict this in a uniquely novelistic form. But the sheer scale of the stories that Nasu told ensured that they were not reducible to any small subset of these particular points of appeal. While some categories of fiction are akin to a finely tuned watch that would break down at the slightest interference, the sprawling fantasy stories created by Nasu functioned more like a diverse treasure box: Sure, a highly abridged form of the story would not be identical to the original, but it would nonetheless deliver a satisfying mix of rewards for the audience. The rise of the world of Fate/ anime demonstrated the degree to which Fate/stay night fell into that latter category. A similar point can be made regarding the elaborate mixed media empire of the Fate/ franchise.
Thus, the Fate/ juggernaut and ascendency of Kinoko Nasu takes on a paradoxical quality: Given the definite success that Nasu achieved as a writer separate and apart from other attempts to revive denki-style fantasy fiction, such as Fuyumi Ono’s Shiki, the reasons for that rise must be related to the innovations present in Nasu’s style. And yet, Nasu’s rise spanned across several mediums and forms that deemphasised and even eliminated these particular innovations.
For example, both Tsukihime and Fate/stay night dedicated considerable effort towards fusing the tropes and structure of dating sims with the darker implications of their urban fantasy narratives. This innovation was incredibly important in explaining the reputation and reception of both of these visual novels at the time. However, a mindset informed by dating sims is at most vestigial to contemporary Fate/ anime and games. To illustrate this point, we could consider how Fate/zero, one of the most important milestones in the ascent of Fate/ to the stratosphere, is a prequel series entirely lacking in these dating sim elements. And so, just when a clear picture arrived to demonstrate what Faust meant by the term shindenki, we lose its applicability as an explanation for the cultural importance of Kinoko Nasu. But this negation can itself offer some explanatory insight.
Intermission – Whose genre is it anyway?
This long and winding journey through Kinoko Nasu’s career was intended to build the foundations to answer two questions:
	What is the literary history and texture that ties Nasu’s various works together? That is, what is the content in terms of movements and genres that makes something a “Nasu-like” story? 

	Why have imitators not yet succeeded in reproducing this genre content in the form of a comparably popular subgenre of Nasu-likes? Or, put another way, why has Nasu’s style remained so intimately associated with him, rather than developing into a broader phenomenon? 



A careful reading of what we have established thus far is enough to lay this foundation—even as there are outstanding issues. More precisely, the history of Nasu’s formation through to the end of the year 2004 illustrates how various particular influences and innovations coalesced into the tendencies that Faust christened the ‘shindenki movement’. And now that we have detailed Nasu’s rise up until this christening, we are able to apply these tendencies in an analytical framework.
The core foundation of this so-called shindenki style can be seen in Mahou Tsukai no Yoru, which is Nasu’s most anachronistic work. In emulation of the atmosphere present at the close of the 1980s, it embodies the characteristic motifs of the centre and periphery that were present in the denki fiction of the 1980s. However, Nasu’s work also shows considerable interest in the compressed social terrain of the 1990s. Mahoyo depicted this motif in a transitional manner, where the spirit of the 1980s was moving towards the new world of the 1990s. But in the context of works like Kara no Kyoukai, Tsukihime, and Fate/stay night, its presence was far more concrete. This characteristic, as embodied by the setting of the city, is what made Nasu’s understanding of denki fiction so distinct from the earlier movement of the 1980s. The city as a setting embodied the existentialist zeitgeist of the late 1990s and early 2000s, and was enough to give Nasu’s work a unique feeling that warrants the distinction of being called shindenki.
To summarise this evolution in terms of easy to understand ‘genre content’, it would be accurate to say that Nasu represented the rising importance of urban fantasy within the denki formula. In a traditional denki story, where the periphery was geographically separate from the centre, the world beyond the city was an important element of its setting. While we might consider some of its content to fit the label of urban fantasy, the decidedly non-urban elements were at least as important. Therefore, denki fiction, which combines a relatable depiction of the everyday world with an extraordinary secret world, might be better labelled as contemporary fantasy rather than urban fantasy. From a macroscopic perspective, Nasu’s works defy this earlier vision and are tied together by their emphasis on the urban features of urban fantasy. In doing so, they escape from the generality of just being contemporaneous fantasy and meet the particular zeitgeist of the 1990s onwards.
This general understanding of shindenki that we have sketched is the key piece to our first question. Nasu’s work is defined by the shindenki-like shift towards the mindset of city life. In pursuit of a suitable perspective for depicting this kind of world, Nasu was influenced by other contemporaneous genres, such as shinhonkaku mystery novels and dating sim games. The result is an orientation towards urban fantasy narratives, but tinged with elements of existentialism, mystery, and romance. However, this recipe does not reveal enough to answer our second question. Or more accurately, reading Nasu’s work with an understanding of its innovations atop the existing genre of denki reveals a paradoxical relationship lurking within that second question. This paradox can only be resolved by a more critical examination of that question.
When Fate/stay night, which was Nasu’s most successful work at that time, collided with the diverse world of the Japanese media mix, it lost its anchor to the particular social evolutions embodied in our concept of shindenki fiction. It was adapted into a science fiction video game, a prequel novel, a magical girl manga, and a range of spinoff series of wildly varied genres. And none of these derivations needed to replicate the particular arrangement of Nasu’s original to obtain mass appeal. By contrast, those works detached from the Fate/ franchise that emulated elements of Nasu’s approach to genre have met limited success.
In the history of popular culture, it is commonplace for the explosive success of a particular work to bleed over into works that managed to capture a similar essential appeal through its genre content. For example, the slasher boom of 1978 to 1984 featured a wide range of franchises that were inspired by the content of 1978’s Halloween. In a similar time period, the success of Star Wars and Alien led to a revival of science fiction films in Hollywood. However, Fate/stay night demonstrates an inverted phenomenon. Its appeal is intimately linked with a single franchise, and that franchise delivers a range of experiences removed from the content of the original. This almost seems to imply that its original content is largely coincidental to its appeal.
On the surface, the natural conclusion to draw from this state of affairs is that Nasu’s rise is particular to his skill as a writer—that is, it comes down to how he tells his stories and not what he tells. And to be sure, this is at least partially true for any number of successful authors. But this explanation is also lacking. Nasu has tended to write the most popular works that have been the vanguard of the Fate/ juggernaut. However, that correlation has also been fairly uneven. A hugely important work in the franchise is the prequel series Fate/zero written by Gen Urobuchi. And between several successful anime based on spinoff franchises with little input from Nasu and the gargantuan importance of Fate/Grand Order,which is written by an ensemble of voices, our story seems rather more complex. In addition, the whole concept of a work attaining such cultural relevance simply because the author is ‘good’ is insufficient. It seems unlikely that an anime adaptation of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita would lead to a Nabokov Extended Universe (NEU) through the power of quality alone. Our model for cultural relevance and sustainability requires more analytic complexity than this.
It is for these reasons that the second question needs a satisfying answer. We have used this Part to laboriously define the particular features of shindenki fiction. But shindenki fiction only achieved mass success in a limited form—the writing of Nasu. In order to explain such a disconnect, as present in the form of our second question, we will have to expand our conversation beyond this single writer.
Part Two
After Nasu: The consumption of myth as data 
The most intuitive domain for art is culture. Culture in turn is a social activity that we perceive in the form of ideas and thoughts. Despite its intangibility, the existence of culture is ubiquitous and undeniable; human beings are cultural animals. As culture envelops us, saturates us, and wraps us in its unrelenting embrace, it can become difficult to sense anything beyond it. Its existence in time and space becomes so natural as to be inescapable. But there is an absolute beginning to art which exists outside of the haze of culture. There are material object(s) which, through the beholding of their representation, transform into cultural artefacts. The appearance of these representations in any given moment depends upon a mosaic of dialectical relationships that span material reality. The problem is how to respond to the seeming reality of these highly contingent representations: What tools are available to verify ideas and thoughts? On this, Walter Benjamin said:
It is characteristic of philosophical writing that it must continually confront the question of representation. In its finished form philosophy will, it is true, assume the quality of doctrine, but it does not lie within the power of thought to confer such a form. Philosophical doctrine is based on historical codification.
And G.W.F. Hegel said:
Philosophy, as the thought of the world, does not appear until reality has completed its formative process, and made itself ready. History thus corroborates the teaching of the conception that only in the maturity of reality does the ideal appear as counterpart to the real, apprehends the real world in its substance, and shapes it into an intellectual kingdom. … The owl of Minerva takes its flight only when the shades of night are gathering.
This point is not as mystical as it sounds. Of course, we would not need historical codification if we truly understood reality with such perfection that we could predict every future outcome from cosmological first movers—as per Laplace’s demon. But ironically, the physical viability of this picture has been disputed by recent discoveries regarding quantum indeterminacy. And more to the point, with the kinds of systems we actually interact with and understand, historical codification is necessary. A systematic understanding of their natures can provide us with certain possibilities, but only the full unfolding of time can reveal the full complexity of their inner tensions: Before one flips a coin, its outcome is uncertain. But after the coin is flipped, we can confirm that the multitude of subtle physical factors at play would inevitably lead to that precise outcome at that exact moment.
In the first half of this text, we set out to write a cultural history of Kinoko Nasu’s career up until the end of the year 2004. That history implicitly anticipated a certain state of affairs where the genre content within Fate/stay night eluded reproduction. (Note: I am specifying Fate/stay night to mean the abstract notion of a work that best embodied the totality of Nasu’s early career.) To that end, we spent a long time—perhaps too long—sketching out the contours of the defining denki works of Kinoko Nasu. From the history presented up until that point, we came to see exactly how a magazine called Faust could declare that Nasu’s denki represented a new (shin) idea of denki. In their present, Faust’s doctrine, built on the content of Nasu, seemed codified by the progress of history.
But from the perspective of the never-ending present, history always appears in its completed totality: Reality is all too ready, mature, and eager to please. Walter Benjamin said:
The true picture of the past whizzes by. Only as a picture, which flashes its final farewell in the moment of its recognizability, is the past to be held fast. … For it is an irretrievable picture of the past, which threatens to disappear with every present, which does not recognize itself as meant in it. … To articulate what is past does not mean to recognize “how it really was.” It means to take control of a memory, as it flashes in a moment of danger. … History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now.
So then, what is the use of thoughts if they swing wildly back and forth in the endless gusts of history? In order to make use of them, we must strip them of their illusions of eternity. We must meet Benjamin’s demand that we:
Cannot do without the notion of a present which is not a transition, but in which time stands still and has come to a stop. For this notion defines the present in which he himself is writing history. … Thinking involves not only the flow of thoughts, but their arrest as well. Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives that configuration a shock, by which it crystallizes into a monad. … As a result of this method the lifework is preserved in this work and at the same time cancelled; in the lifework, the era; and in the era, the entire course of history. The nourishing fruit of the historically understood contains time as a precious but tasteless seed.
The tensions that give truth to a concept in one present might be reconfigured by a subsequent present into a shape that reveals its falsehood. The meaning of the concept of shindenki can be found in Faust and how they saw the culmination of the past in the rising popularity of Kinoko Nasu at that moment. They believed that a denki configured around the calcified reality of contemporary capitalist society could have as much impact as the earlier era of denki, which was itself configured around the unstable tensions of the post-war democratic settlement. But inasmuch as this representation of the state of affairs had truth, it did not have eternal truth. New tensions produced a new context for the consumption and representation of art beyond what the concept of shindenki alone could account for in its particular originating past.
With our understanding of Nasu as established thus far, we can begin to tackle his place in this context. In our investigation of shindenki, we saw how various artistic lineages and influences that played out in Nasu’s work gave the genre an elusive shape. All of his works had a unified connection to the general mood of the stagnant capitalism of the 1990s. But in one breath Faust declared Nasu to be leading the shindenki movement as they understood it, and in another promoted the novel in his canon—Kara no Kyoukai—that was most distant from their stated definition of a “[fusion of] the denki movement of the 1980s with the anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.” And while Faust saw the influence of otaku culture as paramount, Nasu himself was far more interested in his attempts to combine denki fiction with the style of his favourite shinhonkaku mystery novelists. In a world where shindenki was all of these things in varying arrangements, it could only define itself as not being particular to any of these things. And lacking any anchor to these specific features, the genre’s definition became embodied by the nearest example at hand. The only practical guidance available to anyone who wanted to carry the mantle of Faust’s concept of shindenki was to write ‘like Nasu’—whatever they took that to mean based on the sum total of his work.
This is challenging to comprehend when our only reference is Nasu’s work on its own terms. As Seymour Martin Lipset said, “a person who knows only one country knows no countries:” The same is true of art. As we step past the point of understanding what Faust meant by the term shindenki, we lack the comparative tools to reach a higher resolution image of Nasu’s full place in the world. Our estimation of the genre apart from the works of Nasu is vague. To reach this, the first task before us is a thorough comparison of the shindenki of Nasu with other so-called shindenki stories from a similar era.
There are many valid alternatives available for this project: The popular novel series Shakugan no Shana was a shindenki series that was particularly contemporaneous with Nasu, having started its own publication in 2002. The visual novel Dies irae has been repeatedly compared to Fate/stay night in style and content. A Certain Magical Index was the defining urban fantasy series of its time. And there are numerous denki visual novels that show a clear lineage from the success of Type-moon such as 11eyes and Soushuu Senshinkan Gakuen. Any one of these options would have offered an interesting comparison to some specific aspect of Nasu’s storytelling. But I suspect with each of them, their chief characteristics would have been too subsumed by Nasu’s own work to make for comparisons that reveal as much as we would wish for. Despite their own charms, they are each remembered as something done in the style of a Nasu work, instead of something born distinct from him.
This is natural. One should expect that shindenki fiction would walk in the shadow of Nasu as its leading author. But this is exactly why I chose to focus a considerable portion of this text to discussing a shindenki work that escapes that feeling so seamlessly: A work that thoroughly responds to the literary place of Nasu’s works—particularly Fate/stay night—while inconspicuously being passed over as something unrelated to Nasu. I believe this offers two concrete advantages: Examining a distinct vision of shindenki that nonetheless adheres to the foundational definitions we have painted thus far will allow us to separate the genre and its content from the results of imitating Nasu. This separation will allow us to better understand each in their own context. And secondly, understanding the failure of shindenki to construct a lasting genre requires understanding exactly the kinds of shindenki works that are not recognised as such, despite being internally coherent in other senses.
Chapter 5 – Rewrite, first section: An answer in theory
The boundaries of a post-Nasu world
Rewrite is a 2011 visual novel developed by Key. Given that Kinoko Nasu’s own introduction to the world of dating sims was so shaped by Key’s games, there is a kind of poetic validity to exploring one of their games in detail here. But in most other respects, Key is not a name conventionally associated with Type-moon. Their brands could not be more distinct. Key are most famous for their fairly light and approachable style of ‘crying game’ dating sims such as Kanon, AIR, and most prominently Clannad. Even those who are not familiar with their games are likely to at least be familiar with the critically acclaimed anime adaptation of Clannad produced by Kyoto Animation—which has come to be synonymous with the name Key in its own right.
Throughout the production of these three games, which are often remembered as a sort of spiritual trilogy, their direction increasingly came to be driven by co-founder, music composer, and scenario writer Jun Maeda. Starting out as just one of several scenario writers in Kanon, Maeda was given the effective role of head scenario writer—that is, chief creative control over the common route, true route, and other major structural decisions—by the time of Clannad and later titles such as Little Busters!.However, after Little Busters!, Maeda scaled back his role to focus more on his music. This represented an important juncture for Key: Their brand was intimately tied up in a style that had come to be seen as synonymous with Maeda. To be sure, they still had many of the same staff that had built that brand in the first place, and so could continue to function more or less as normal. But it was still unclear whether the company should continue to produce ‘Maeda-style’ games without his distinct touch or whether they should branch out in a new direction.
With the benefit of hindsight, we can see that the eventual strategy they settled on relied on a mix of both: Working with a wide range of scenario writers, both in-house and freelance, their games over the past decade have delivered a varied set of experiences. Some, such as Summer Pockets, harken back to their established brand. And others, such as LOOPERS and Tsui no Stella, set out to broaden the image of Key. However, before any of these titles, the very first game that Key developed after Little Busters! was Rewrite in 2011.
Rewrite’s concept started out as a thoroughly in-house affair that lacked any awareness of the transformative context that would later surround it. Itaru Hinoue, an illustrator and founding member of Key, initially drafted the setting as the basis for some concept illustrations that she drew after the release of Clannad in 2004. While she was interested in turning the concept into a full visual novel from the outset, it took several years before the project gained the interest and momentum necessary to get off the ground. Once it did, Yuuto Tonokawa, who had been heavily involved in writing Little Busters! alongside Maeda, was given the responsibility for writing much of the scenario. However, the role of head scenario writer was outsourced to Romeo Tanaka. Tanaka is a long-standing presence in the dating sim scene, being most famous for titles such as Daughter Maker, CROSS†CHANNEL, and Saihate no Ima at that time. The vast majority of Rewrite’s story can be attributed to these two writers working in combination—within the guidance of the general concept provided by Hinoue. But to round out the game further, Ryuukishi07 (Higurashi: When They Cry and Umineko: When They Cry) was brought in to write an extra route. (We will be ignoring his route; I hate it.)
Perhaps this history is mildly interesting in a trivial sense, but its relevance to Kinoko Nasu is less clear from how we have described it so far. On this point, Rewrite’s role in this text starts with the fact that it is a shindenki narrative. In fact, many of its features cannot be understood outside of its historical situation of existing in the climate following Fate/stay night. And yet, it is also in equal parts a dating sim that is conscious of Key’s style and lineage, and also a story thoroughly enthused with the particularity of being written by Romeo Tanaka, who does not fit into any of these boxes. The result is a shindenki work that is unique and sophisticated enough to help us answer our outstanding questions rather well.
Like Kinoko Nasu’s defining works, Rewrite is an urban fantasy dating sim set in a city that combines mundane contemporary life with a secret undercurrent of supernatural reality. The setting of the story is the highly eco-conscious city of Kazamatsuri. Kazamatsuri is a densely populated metropolis that is nonetheless infused with echoes of nature: Greenery is plentiful, and the city is right beside a monstrously huge, untamed forest. Characters emphasise these unique characteristics constantly, and this fixation on nature is shown to manifest in the politics of the setting in the form of strict environmental regulation and a conscious attempt at sustainable living practices.
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It is difficult to imagine a clearer metaphor for the demarcation between the centre and the periphery than the geography of Kazamatsuri. This world has two dominant zones: the city, and the natural landscapes beyond the city. And Kazamatsuri, as a modern and environmentally friendly city, attempts to combine them in order to coexist in perpetuity. As will become apparent as we explore the narrative further, the consequences and shortcomings of this blending take on considerable importance in Rewrite. As the protagonist Kotarou Tennouji muses to himself:
The vast forest: Despite being close to a residential area, it contains very little wildlife around its outer edges. Most of the animals are wary of human activity and stay deeper in the forest. As a result, it functions as a fantastic playground for the local children. … I used to play in this forest a lot. But at some point, I stopped. I suddenly came to a realisation. There weren’t really animals or insects around. It made the forest feel empty and hollow.
Kotarou’s initial interactions with the forest were driven by a sense of adventure as he crossed over a boundary from the city into the unknown world of the periphery. However, he soon noticed that this boundary was an illusion. Just as the city took on aspects of the forest in its eco-friendly aesthetics, the forest had taken on features of human civilisation. The forest that Kotarou encountered was thoroughly domesticated and safe; its seeming mystery was as artificial as the greenery within the city.
Suitably, these ironies and juxtapositions continue even once the plot opens up to reveal a world extraordinary enough to justify Kotarou’s craving for adventure. To understand this better, we should begin with a brief summary of the plot. The central cast of Rewrite—that is, Kotarou and the five heroines—are all members of the Kazamatsuri Academy Occult Club. In accordance with their name, the group serves as a vehicle for repeated expeditions around the city looking for occult phenomena during the common route. A central format repeated throughout this route is that Kotarou and the rest of the club will go on an adventure to investigate a rumour that promises a supernatural outcome. Throughout the adventure, the mundane antics of the friend group takes centre stage, and the alleged mystery is revealed to be the result of some everyday occurrence.
The exceptions to this are insular to Kotarou’s own life. Despite the failure of the Occult Club to locate anything exceptional, Kotarou is hiding concrete proof of the supernatural. He has the seemingly magical power to ‘rewrite’ his own bodily functions. He is haunted by a ‘ghost’ that invades his bedroom at night. He repeatedly wanders into a seeming parallel universe occupied by dangerous creatures and mysterious cloaked men. And Kotarou is secretly living with two sentient fairy-like creatures named Gil and Pani. Through these plot elements, Kotarou is given the quiet assurance of an extraordinary world despite the Occult Club’s total failure to find such proof when working as a group. The fundamental structure of the common route is built on the contrast between Kotarou’s lone encounters with the supernatural and the group activities that are focused on a light-hearted, mundane daily life.
Of course, once the story moves beyond the common route, this structure undergoes considerable change. The division between the common route and the fantastical world that follows is centred around the decisive night of November 13th. For some context, this event unfolds a few days after the Occult Club’s final outing together, which revealed that the rumour of a ‘rainbow river’ caused by pollution was broadly true. However, an amateur student-journalist named Akira Inoue went missing in the forest during her own attempt to follow up on their findings. So, the Occult Club gathers on November 13th to traverse the forest and rescue Inoue. Needless to say, being the climax of the initial portion of the story, things do not go according to plan. Over the course of the night, Kotarou discovers that not only were the five other members of the Occult Club already aware of the world of the supernatural, but they were intimately involved with various factions and social organisations in that world. With this reality out in the open, the Occult Club collapses, and Kotarou must contend with the supernatural periphery via the perspective of the player’s chosen heroine.
Over the course of this text, we will consider the content of both the common route and subsequent routes in greater detail. But for now, we should focus on the metaphorical boundaries between the two: Rewrite borrows from the grammar of denki fiction insomuch as it structures the search for meaning in contemporary life in terms of geographical boundaries. Let us return to an evergreen quote from Kazuhiko Komatsu and Masatoshi Naitou that we considered earlier:
To summarise, denki exists to depict the “strangeness” in society. “Strangeness” refers to things that are rare, inexplicable, supernatural, or abnormal. To go further, denki explores the strangeness on the exterior or periphery of the everyday world. In highly industrialised, regulated societies, the homogenisation of experience does not leave much cause to encounter strangeness in everyday life. Such a society lacks imagination. Therefore, people reach for opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination through this strangeness.
In any conventional adventure story, the protagonist will traverse some kind of boundary between the known and the unknown. Fans of Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces may recall his labelling of such a convention as ‘The Crossing of the First Threshold’, saying “the regions of the unknown (desert, jungle, deep sea, alien land, etc.) are free fields for the projection of unconscious content. Incestuous libido and patricidal destrudo are thence reflected back against the individual and his society in forms suggesting threats of violence and fancied dangerous delight—not only as ogres but also as sirens of mysteriously seductive, nostalgic beauty.” That is, the danger of adventure entices the protagonist as it offers psychological and philosophical insights via the secret knowledge of the unknown. Campbell’s incarnation is a general embodiment of the spirit of adventure and describes how all manner of stories structure themselves around a journey into the unknown. What is particular to denki fiction is not the unknown world that the hero must traverse, but the particular way it uses a realistically mundane daily life as the point of juxtaposition.
On its surface, Rewrite seems to present the division between the city and the forest as a very clear embodiment of one such threshold. However, as was hinted at earlier, that boundary reveals itself as fraudulent. Throughout the common route of Rewrite, Kotarou repeatedly fails to uncover the promised world of the unknown within the forest. Of course, in the moment of reading, these failures only seem to anticipate the climactic adventure that should follow the moment of discovery. That is, these failures come across as build-up. And the events of November 13th appear as the prophesied threshold. After many failed expeditions, Kotarou finally encounters the supernatural truth of the world within the forest. However, Rewrite is hiding a devious inversion within this structure.
A personal journey into the unknown
There is certainly a kind of adventure in what follows from the common route after November 13th. Regardless of which heroine the player decides to pursue, the story after November 13th opens up with a healthy dose of the fantasy lore of this universe. Through learning of this lore, the events of November 13th take on associations that do not match with our initial impressions. Whether through our experience with stories in the Campbell model, or through more general logical motifs, the audience came to share Kotarou’s hopes and expectations that the forest contains the mysteries of the periphery that would explain Kotarou’s encounters with the supernatural. And certainly, it is while he is in the forest on November 13th that Kotarou finally confronts the supernatural periphery head-on. However, these mysteries that reside in the forest are revealed to be the work of human factions such as Guardian, Gaia, and the Druids. These factions are all organised and operated out of Kazamatsuri. The forest does contain a major plot character known as the Key, who is one crucial catalyst of the action. However, it is otherwise mostly just a convenient place for the human actors within the city to hide their actions. Just as, when discussing its biological nature, we said that “the forest that Kotarou encountered was thoroughly domesticated and safe; its seeming mystery was as artificial as the greenery within the city,” the forest as a supernatural entity is domesticated and populated by humanity. This apparent threshold for adventure is a mirror which reveals the human agents that drive the story of Rewrite.
This revelation characterises Rewrite’s entire relationship to the motifs of denki fiction. At first blush, it seems to use the common route to characterise a mundane and light-hearted human society in order to contrast with the superhuman periphery that lies beyond the city. However, as we learn that the conflicts of Rewrite are fundamentally interior to human society, the limits of such conclusions are laid bare. The supernatural stakes of Rewrite are real, but they’re centred around the human city and are a conflict between and by humans for thoroughly realistic human reasons. The mundane content of the common route is not for the sake of contrast in the sense of the usual metaphorical geography of a denki story. Rather, the story of Rewrite gradually unravels its seemingly geographic boundaries to reveal that its boundaries were social and endogenous to the city. This is why, in the longer-term scope of the story, the events of November 13th are actually an extension of the Occult Club’s earlier expeditions: In prior expeditions, they had found that the seeming supernatural mysteries that lurked on the periphery of human society were a series of hoaxes and misunderstandings constructed by humans. In these expeditions, the lesson was generally that it was fine that Kotarou failed to finally reach the supernatural periphery because he had gained something valuable closer to home with the mundane friendships developed in the Occult Club. In each of the subsequent routes, the supernatural conflict between Guardian and Gaia initially appears as the embodiment of the periphery that Kotarou sought. However, much like the hoaxes that came before it, the conflict turns out to be the runoff from the failures of human society. And Kotarou once again finds his source of meaning in mundane happiness, friendship, and romance rather than his adventure in the periphery.
The importance of this inversion is not that it subverts or dissects the ostensibly denki-like presentation of Rewrite’s setting. Rather, it is that by reconfiguring the external periphery as part of the centrality of urban human society, Rewrite modernises certain concepts in a manner that ties into its thematic development. Put another way, Rewrite reaches the idea that denki-like layering should take place within the city rather than across the country or world—that the city and the forest form one interdependent system. This allows for a contemporary vision of denki that is comparable to Kinoko Nasu’s while also being different enough for its own purposes. These differences begin with its methodical depiction of Kotarou’s daily life and how that informs the rest of the narrative.
We already mentioned this briefly, but Rewrite’s common route makes use of a certain level of division between Kotarou’s private life and his public existence as tied up in the Occult Club. However, while these two spheres feature very different events, Kotarou’s internal narration is also a source of unity between them. Whether he is dealing with actual supernatural phenomena on his own or fake supernatural phenomena with the Occult Club, certain comparisons are made explicit through Kotarou’s perspective. Kotarou Tennouji’s motivation in the story is not abstract or ideological in a manner comparable to the protagonists we considered with Nasu such as Shirou Emiya. His opening monologue at the beginning of Rewrite reads in part, “I could hold a conversation with anyone—absolutely anyone. However, I had no real friends. Not a one.” The seemingly trivial stakes of friendship are extremely important to Rewrite. Kotarou is curious and excitable in the face of the supernatural, but always under the context of his search for stable human connections. In his mundane daily life, he is sociable and well liked. But circumstances with such low stakes lack concrete meaning, and so he cannot find the kind of true friendship that motivates him. Therefore, he searches for something on the periphery that can give his life importance beyond these trivialities—what Komatsu and Naitou called “opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination through this strangeness.”
The Occult Club is a natural vehicle for such themes. Through a series of accidents, Kotarou assembles this group to search for the supernatural. At first, the club rests on unstable ground, with each of its members roped in for spurious reasons. But over the course of the story, concrete rapports and friendships develop between the members. The group allows Kotarou to pursue his desires for an exciting beyond and for concrete friendships in parallel. From an outside point of view, these goals might seem equal, but it is only with the benefit of Kotarou’s perspective that the audience knows the true balance at play.
With the events of November 13th, the Occult Club finally achieves its goal of demonstrating proof of the existence of the supernatural. However, Kotarou does not feel any joy at this reality. Learning of the secret identities of each of the club members only intensifies the feelings of alienation that drove him to create the group in the first place. Indeed, a close reading of the narration of Rewrite reveals an interesting contradiction. As we have already mentioned, Kotarou has absolutely certain knowledge of the existence of the supernatural due to the circumstances of his own life. And yet, beyond one titillating side plot, Kotarou scarcely thinks of this fact in relation to the club’s activities. Throughout the many expeditions of the Occult Club, Kotarou does not leverage his special powers or special knowledge to consider plausible supernatural explanations for the apparent phenomena they are researching. Instead, he engages them with a boy-like sense of wonder and excitement, with no clear idea of what possible explanations might exist. This of course reflects his genuine desire for a world beyond that might excite his sense of imagination. But more particularly, his ability to mentally separate the club’s adventures from his own personal experience with the supernatural demonstrates how he fundamentally sees them as unrelated. This is chiefly because the club is not about searching for the supernatural, but about searching for friendship. The point is not to validate the odd experiences in his own life, but to find concrete human connections with the other members. This is why the events of November 13th play out as tragedy rather than triumph. Finding out the truth of the supernatural whilst losing his friends is a hollow, Pyrrhic victory for Kotarou Tennouji.
The suitability of this kind of structure to the motifs of Rewrite is easy enough to understand: Just as the forest is hiding phenomena of a human origin, Kotarou’s search for adventure in the periphery was always a search for something closer to home. In addition, such themes are well suited to the format of dating sims. In reference to the works of Kinoko Nasu, we discussed how dating sims were able to incorporate elements of mystery by giving heroines secret backstories and hidden character traits that could be uncovered through the act of romance. Such intrigue gave a sense of momentum to dating sims’ narratives, and distinguished the particular plot focus of those dating sims which followed the branching storyline model pioneered by studios such as Leaf and Key. Since the heroines of Rewrite were all saturated in the world of the supernatural from the start, the events of November 13th precisely open up the story to this kind of dating sim format. In addition, Rewrite is only able to establish the importance of the friendships—which subsequently turn to romance—through the particular character of Kotarou’s first-person narration. Its emphasis and achievements in the trends of the medium slot in nicely with our considerations when examining the works of Nasu. Thus far, we have focused on the common route of Rewrite. But in order to fully see this structure, we must look at the post-common routes in greater detail.
What is to be found there
In a manner fairly typical of the genre, Rewrite offers a route for each of the five heroines within the Occult Club. For the most part, players are free to pursue these routes of their own volition, as the game does not enforce a strict route order. However, there is a soft route order of sorts. The early routes, which are open from the start, are divided from the later routes which are unlocked with certain levels of completion. Ignoring Lucia’s route for the moment, which is a bit of a wild card, a new player to Rewrite will find Chihaya and Kotori’s routes as the options available to them at the beginning of the game. As a result, these routes function thematically as introductions to the fuller scope of Rewrite’s story.
Let us consider the Kotori route in some detail for a moment. In contrast to the other routes, the Kotori route does not centre on the major factions of Guardian and Gaia. Kotori Kanbe is a Druid who engages in the same magical practices as Gaia, but independent of their aims. Her goal is to protect the Key, a world-ending spirit of nature and the primary MacGuffin of this portion of the story. Much of this route is spent in Kotori’s workshop in the forest, as Kotarou and Kotori grow closer together while isolated and besieged by both Guardian and Gaia, as those factions are separately searching for the Key for their own reasons. During this time, Kotarou hones his battle skills in an attempt to gain the power to be the hero of the situation—that is, someone who would be able to protect Kotori and the Key. However, reality is not so kind.
In the last act of the story, worn down by repeated defeats that seem to be driving them towards death in slow-motion, Kotoarou and Kotori take the Key and flee from the forest. In order to do so, Kotori sacrifices all of the familiars that she had built up over many years of learning the art of Druidism—including the reanimated corpses of her parents. Throughout this section of the story, a previously implicit possibility takes centre stage as a major concern: Kotori, feeling that her life is a story of being abandoned by everyone and everything except her power over familiars, becomes convinced that Kotarou’s superpowers must mean that he is one of her familiars. In Kotori’s life, which has been far too bleak for the concept of a hero, the only support she has been able to rely on is when those close to her have died and been reanimated as her familiars—such as the cases of her pet dog Pero or the corpses of her parents. Therefore, Kotarou’s attempts to act as a hero and protect her is all of the proof she needs to reason that his actions are an extension of this pattern. This theme culminates in a climactic moment where Kotori attempts to kill the Key, contrary to all of her stated intentions throughout the route. This serves as a kind of test for Kotarou: if he were truly a familiar, he would be unable to resist Kotori and her sudden change in plan. However, he instead stands up to her and protects the key, demonstrating that he is not a familiar who would simply obey her orders mindlessly, and that he can offer a very different kind of heroism. And for his efforts, the Key is killed, Kotarou loses his powers, and enters into an entirely mundane daily romance with Kotori.
As a point of comparison, heroism is given a relatively straightforward treatment in the Chihaya route—or as it is sometimes mockingly called, the Sakuya route. Despite the importance of the heroine Chihaya Ohtori, this route also gives considerable attention to her butler Sakuya Ohtori, who serves as a foil to Kotarou in a manner inescapably comparable to the role of Archer in Rin’s route of Fate/stay night. Sakuya has powers that are exceptionally similar to Kotarou’s own, which are otherwise without precedent in the world of Rewrite. He serves as Chihaya’s familiar and personal servant. And he models an ideal of dedication and heroism that Kotarou repeatedly falls short of. However, over the course of the route, Sakuya’s condition deteriorates, and Kotarou has to take over his role as Chihaya’s protector. Rather than the ideological role of the concept of heroism in something like Fate/stay night, the focus of the Chihaya route is on how to express the emotion of cherishing someone: How to take responsibility for someone’s wellbeing. In many ways, Sakuya models exactly what Kotori feared Kotarou of being in her own route: A servant who delivers exactly what their master wants but is otherwise incapable of being a true peer. At the climax of the route, Sakuya’s ‘death’ takes the form of transforming into a giant, monstrous form. This intentionally rhymes with a moment earlier in the story where Kotarou lost control of himself and went on a similar rampage. In a final battle sequence, Kotarou defeats Sakuya’s monster-like form, and returns to serve as Chihaya’s new protector and lover in parallel, serving a role that Sakuya never could as a familiar.
Both of these routes use the motif of the hero to tell different kinds of stories about Kotarou. In some ways, Kotarou’s situation at the resolution of these stories could not be further apart: With one, he loses all of his powers, and with the other, he becomes more powerful than he ever imagined. However, as the introductory routes of the wider stories, these both shed an important light on Kotarou’s central thrust as a leading character. November 13th, as the moment Kotarou fully encountered the world of the supernatural, represents a kind of heroic threshold. It is the moment where the exciting world that corresponds to the denki-like motifs that we have discussed throughout this text is actualised. However, as we addressed in the context of the common route, Kotarou does not respond to this possibility positively. In short, he is more distressed by feelings of loneliness than he is excited by the discovery of a new world of adventure. The object of his affection varies based on the route, but in general when Kotarou drifts towards one of the heroines in the aftermath of November 13th, he shows more interest in reviving the sense of human connection that he felt through the Occult Club than anything else. Accordingly, when the Kotori and Chihaya routes explore the motif of heroism, their structure does not correspond to the typical hero’s journey that was articulated by the likes of Campbell. In both routes, he is in part becoming a hero in order to recover the livelihood he lost precisely as a result of walking on the path of adventure.
This is not to say that Rewrite is a story of returning to the status quo ante: In most of the routes, the Occult Club is never reconstituted. The night of November 13th was fundamentally life-changing in ways that are impossible to reverse. However, the distinguishing feature here is a matter of emphasis. In a typical adventure tale, journeying into a new context is so impactful because it delivers experiences that could never be imagined in the prior lives of the characters. However, in Rewrite, there is a deceptive quality to the allure of adventure. More than just simple nature, the forest also hides the underbelly of human society, and the city as a figurative idea extends far beyond its nominal borders. In a related manner, encountering the supernatural does not offer a whole new kind of meaning apart from Kotarou’s prior life—contrary to his expectations. It instead sharpens the aspects of that lifestyle that were most important to him. It is once he walks on the path of adventure that he realises the true value of mundane principles like love and friendship, and thereafter attempts to recover those concepts.
The Kotori and Chihaya routes tell stories with important differences, but they also each embody this reverse hero’s journey: where heroism does not exist to find sources of meaning out in the periphery, but to protect the values that were already present in the hero’s world. In Kotori’s route, this directionality is made obvious in the broad strokes of the plot. Kotarou’s time in the forest is a messy and ambiguous stretch of time surrounded by factions that are beyond his understanding. His relationship with Kotori does not progress through the necessary breakthroughs during this period because his attachment is misunderstood as subservience under the rubric of the supernatural world of familiars. The couple only get anywhere once they flee from the forest and Kotori eventually decides to abandon her duty as a Druid. At this crucial juncture, Kotarou denies that he is a familiar. Prior to this point, Kotori had interpreted their mundane daily relationship through the filter of the supernatural because she believed that Kotarou was one of her familiars and lacked all free will: She believed that her happiness in the city was an illusory consequence of her real life as a Druid. However, Kotarou successfully denies this perspective. And as a result, they are both freed from their ties to the world of the periphery, Kotarou loses his powers, and they can fall in love as a normal couple. (That Gaia and Guardian allow them to live peacefully from this point onwards is confirmed as canonical by the fan disc Rewrite Harvest festa!.)
Some important distinctions need to be made with Chihaya’s route. In this narrative, Kotarou more or less embraces a life entangled in the supernatural as he supplants Sakuya’s duties. However, this does not mean its structure corresponds to a conventional hero’s journey. For all of its nominal importance, the war between Gaia and Guardian is never quite given centre stage in Chihaya’s route. While these disputes are always looming in the background, Chihaya and her manservant Sakuya are fundamentally independent players—they are allied with Gaia by default but have separate goals and are willing to dispense with this relationship if needed. This distinguishes them from Akane Senri, who is thoroughly enmeshed in the internal politics of Gaia. In practical terms, this means that the Chihaya’s route luxuriously equivocates on the ideological issues at play in this factional war. The other issues that rise to the fore are centred on Sakuya’s relationship with Chihaya.
More particularly, Sakuya embodies values of loyalty and service to those he loves. Over the course of the route, Chihaya becomes disheartened by the war between Gaia and Guardian. She laments the loss of the Occult Club, in a manner comparable to Kotarou’s own stance in the Kotori route. Naturally, Kotarou enthusiastically supports this goal. The problem is how powerless the two of them are in the face of this deeply entrenched web of intrigue. Therefore, the core text of the route is Kotarou learning to use Sakuya as a model to understand what it means to have the power to support someone and help them fulfil their dreams. By contrast, Kotarou’s initial foil for this plotline is Midou, an anarchist who undermines the established order of the conflict by engaging in directionless terrorism due to a sense of resentment fostered by his upbringing as a child soldier. Midou embodies the potential for power to be used corruptly in order to fulfil immoral desires. By looking to Sakuya, Kotarou learns the costs of power, and the responsibility that is necessitated by love.
None of these motifs are all that unique on their own terms. But they are suitable for the story that Rewrite is telling. And more to our point for today, despite how Kotarou gains the kinds of power he specifically lost in the Kotori route, the points of ideological affinity offered by the Chihaya route should also be legible. Chihaya’s explicit goal, which Kotarou enthusiastically adopts, is to interrupt the war and reunify the Occult Club. In Kotori’s route, Kotarou had sought power in a desperate attempt to fulfil her desires. Once he realised the error in this approach, his goals shifted accordingly. His goals in the Chihaya route concern similar issues, but the presence of Sakuya stops him from making the same mistakes: Thanks to Sakuya, Chihaya already has a supernatural protector, and one far more competent than he could ever be. While Kotarou does attempt to emulate Sakuya, and makes many fumbles along the way, he also grabs onto those things that Sakuya cannot deliver. Chihaya does not want another supernatural warrior in her life, she wants friends, like what she had in the Occult Club. Kotarou realises that the purpose of power of the kind that Sakuya offers is not to transcend such seemingly trivial concerns, but to protect them. Through this example, Kotarou is able to incorporate a productive attitude towards power and take a journey backwards from the supernatural into the everyday whilst retaining the power to protect that everyday existence. It is no coincidence that the Chihaya route’s epilogue in Rewrite Harvest festa! is the only one where the Occult Club is put back together again: It is precisely the route where Kotarou gets to have it all; he keeps his supernatural powers, gets the girl, and manages to continue his fun expeditions with the Occult Club.
Chapter 6 – Rewrite, second section: A boundless existence
The world at the limit
Since they are accessible from the beginning, the common route and early heroine routes have a foundational responsibility to set the agenda of Rewrite. Fortunately, we have characterised this agenda along the way, as we have described these routes and their reverse hero’s journey that centres the importance of the mundane everyday. However, beyond these routes, the plot of Rewrite escalates considerably. At the ending of each of the two opening routes, Kotarou and his chosen heroine return to a happy school life as a couple. But at the conclusion of both the Shizuru and Akane routes, the world quite literally ends. The majority of the people on the planet die. A rather dramatic outcome, all things considered.
In purely utilitarian terms, these routes serve as bad ends of sorts, with drastic suffering involved in either outcome. However, they also extend the thematic development of the earlier routes and demonstrate relevant extensions of Kotarou’s growth as a character. To put a fine point on it, it is only through loss that Kotarou comes to understand the true value of what he had. We should examine each route in turn.
The Shizuru route is structured around an in media res narrative device. A considerable time after the decisive night of November 13th, Kotarou finds himself suddenly stricken with amnesia and unable to remember any of the events after that night. However, based on the circumstantial evidence around him, he is able to deduce that something dramatic has occurred. Tracing his steps, Kotarou investigates the people around him and is able to uncover the world of the supernatural anew. At this point, he locates Shizuru, who is in a coma and under the care of Guardian. Afterwards, Kotarou remembers the full story: After the night of November 13th, Kotarou partnered with Shizuru. However, in his overeager attempts to help her, he found himself severely wounded by a Gaia familiar. Overcome by grief and foreboding at this, Shizuru used her own special powers to force Kotarou to forget their recent past together, all under the naïve hope that he would return to a mundane and safe everyday existence.
The importance of this act is contextualised by her earlier development as a character, and her associated backstory. Shizuru once lived a simple daily life with a working-class family. However, this all came to an end when they were attacked by a Gaia familiar. Fortunately, Shizuru serendipitously uncovered her supernatural talents during the attack and saved her family’s lives. After learning of this, Guardian attempted to recruit Shizuru. Shizuru, despite her ambivalence, was not opposed to this itself. But she highly valued her family and their simple lives. And yet, the changes to their lifestyle introduced by Shizuru’s powers, and more directly by Guardian’s attempts to ply her parents with money, slowly shattered that simple life. Her once happy family devolved into petty squabbles. In attempting to recover their prior life, Shizuru accidentally wipes their memories of her entire existence instead of merely the existence of her powers. Put simply, Shizuru’s powers to induce amnesia are established as a motif that signals ideas about the transition from the mundane to the extraordinary. More particularly, they speak to her regret at the kind of life she lost.
In this light, her behaviour with Kotarou is a sloppy recreation of such past misadventures; reverting to prior bad habits is a tried-and-true dramatic staple of romance stories. But in the context of the whole route, its meaning is extended slightly. Kotarou refuses to simply be another casualty to misfortune. He tracks down Shizuru and resolves to fight by her side: Not because he rejects her desire for the safe life she lost, but because he recognises that returning to that side alone would do nothing to save her. They fight together against Gaia in order to stop the Key and protect the world of human society that they both yearn to return to. However, they fail. The Key activates and the world’s destruction begins. This turn is surprising in the moment: Shouldn’t there be a last-minute turnaround, where the hero saves the day? Nothing quite so romantic takes place here; people die by their millions.
However, at this crucial moment, the route ends on a surprisingly bittersweet note. Unable to escape the danger, Kotarou forces Shizuru to go on without him and flee to a bunker that would allow her to escape the disaster. He promises that, after this is all over, he will see her again and they will live out their lives in peace. Shizuru makes it to the bunker, and Kotarou survives the wrath of nature by turning himself into a tree (a fairly interesting application of his powers). This moment turns Shizuru’s attempts to protect Kotarou around on herself: She is one of the few people who survives the disaster in the bunker, and eventually is able to return to something (a little) closer to daily human life on the other side. But in doing so, she is separated from Kotarou and experiences a more extreme version of the loss that he experienced at the beginning of the route.
All in all, this structure invites us to consider similar questions to the foundational routes, but with opposite results: Kotarou and Shizuru want nothing more than to retire into a peaceful everyday existence. However, they are caught up in extraordinary circumstances that deny this simple outcome. In this particular circumstance, they lose where Kotarou won in the Kotori and Chihaya route. However, even at the end, Kotarou keeps his promise. Shizuru finds Kotarou (still a tree) and the credits play over their bittersweet reunion. Whether the world stays around or ends, Kotarou’s happiness still relies on the small moments of time spent with those he cares about.
What Shizuru’s route merely hints at through poetic implication is brought into sharp relief by Akane’s. Within this section, Kotarou finally gets a close look at the internal dynamics of Gaia, which has been lurking in the shadows of the prior routes. To cut right to the chase, Kotarou inadvertently helps Akane destroy the world. There are many nuances and lore titbits that explain this state of affairs, of course. But the plain circumstances are that Kotarou’s trust in Akane leads to the destruction of the world and the deaths of millions. The timeframe of this route is more expansive than anything in the preceding alternatives, taking place over many years as Kotarou and Akane age into adulthood. Akane is a senior player in the politics of Gaia, and Kotarou uses his supernatural powers to serve as her bodyguard, and his sexual prowess to serve as her live-in mistress—or well, the equivalent for a man. The route bounces between an extraordinary political life and the more mundane circumstances of their adult courtship. These two elements are even more obstructively intermingled than in any of the prior storylines, and both hero and heroine are left rather unsatisfied by the present state of affairs.
Eventually, for compelling reasons that would be excessively synoptic to explain, the couple drifts apart such that Kotarou catches on to Akane’s intentions to end the world far too late to prevent it. And so, the story ends up in a similarly devastating circumstance as the Shizuru route, except with the added context of culpability for our leading characters. Once again, a central question is what people should value at the end of the world. And the answer revolves around simple themes such as love and friendship. However, this time it does not come from the perspective of Kotarou and Shizuru as victims of misfortune and the end of the world, but from Kotarou and Akane as perpetrators: The concern is not what has been lost, but what they have taken away from others. It is in these latter story points where Rewrite bares its teeth and demonstrates the force that was residing behind the fairly simple thematic ideas developed throughout its runtime: It is not just about valuing the simple joys of daily life and friendship in the platitudinous context of a normal circumstance where those things are easily obtained. It is more concretely about how irreplaceable and essential those simple things are in a time of crisis, where complex and insurmountable circumstances conspire to deny simple happiness to the kinds of people who want nothing more than that. In that kind of moment, the simple joys of love and friendship are everything; they are the reason to fight for anything at all.
A new horizon
When it comes to the ideas that are entertained by the later heroine routes, their relevance only multiplies in the concluding routes of Moon and Terra. Like those preceding routes, Terra also concludes with the literal end of the world at the hands of the Key. At least, the process starts, even if it does not reach the totality of the Shizuru and Akane routes. However, the context for this is rather intimate as the Key itself serves as the heroine for this route in the form of a girl named Kagari. It is best to not be deceived by this. Kagari, despite her appearance, is a thoroughly inhuman entity. This is not a story that reduces mother nature down to a cute anime girl—at least, not exactly. She takes on human elements—not unlike the forest which has been partially domesticated by the city—but she is still a fundamentally foreign creature that cannot understand human concerns and human needs. Regardless, this is the point of the story where the audience is finally given a glimpse into the reasons for its apocalyptic stakes: Kagari is an incarnation of the will of the Earth and observes human society looking for signs of what she calls ‘happy memories’. In prior routes, she has failed to find any, and has needed to be stopped by force lest she usher in the apocalypse and exterminate humanity in order to save nature and the planet.
We have taken a scenic route in our examination of Rewrite. That is, we have specifically stuck to its peripheral themes in contrast to other motifs, such as environmentalism and transhumanism, which are actually front of mind within its plain text. Since these topics are not directly relevant to the reasons that we are interested in Rewrite today, it has been a simple decision to discard them. But Terra blurs this issue due to its given premise. To explain briefly: Throughout Rewrite, the implication of a kind of time loop plotline was present, but not given much importance since there are no characters who carry over their memories between routes. This element is explicated in Moon, where it is revealed that there is a Kagari on the moon who is witnessing these various parallel timelines and attempting to solve the fundamental problem of planetary extinction: Kagari cannot square this circle, regardless of the adjustments she makes to the history of the planet—a concept that serves as a kind of synecdoche for Kotarou’s path in life, given how the audience interacts with the alternativity of these timelines via the gameplay of Kotarou’s first-person choices. The player repeatedly cycles through the many available choices in the regular gameplay of Rewrite, and in the process fails to construct a sustainable solution to the worldwide environmental crisis. These choices are centred on the most obviously important moment in Kotarou’s life; all of the variations available to the player culminate in the events of November 13th, wherein Kotarou is enmeshed in the battle over the Key. But the decisive adjustment made via the storyline of Moon is to alter the timeline at a foundational level: By drastically altering Kotarou’s entire course in life, he loses his chance at friendship in the Occult Club but sets in course the events that will save the planet and humanity. After these adjustments are made in Moon, Terra executes on this new timeline. The plotline of these two routes is caught up in esoteric concepts, and Terra does away with the familiar core of Rewrite as the Occult Club all but disappears. This is because the motifs which we have discussed as existing apart from these high concept issues start to coalesce into a more closely interconnected thematic structure in Terra.
Despite this added complexity, we need not linger on any extravagant explanations. What is important is that we summarised the necessary points in order to address a central moment in Moon and Terra: Kagari’s initial attempts to adjust the timeline included radical and fundamental methods. And yet, there was no certain path to survival for humanity and the planet. Therefore, we should not confuse the difficult path that Kotarou walks in Terra with some kind of noble sacrifice which carves out the necessary space for total salvation on its own. In Moon, after Kagari resigns herself to failure, Kotarou chooses to insert a ‘comment’ into the ‘code’ of the timeline on a whim. This message (“someday, we’ll meet again. – Kotarou Tennouji”) is what actually reverberates through the winds of fate and saves the world. Terra’s full significance only makes sense when read in this light.
In each of the heroine’s routes in Rewrite, Kotarou achieves some degree of success. Whether there is a simple and mundane ending or whether the world ends, Kotarou achieves an interpersonal connection with the given heroine that reverses his distance from the world—at least in that one crucial sense. The fate of the world is important, but Kotarou’s defining issue from the beginning was loneliness. In each of the routes, by changing his circumstances and relationship to the world, Kotarou is able to treat the symptoms of this disease. But the causes are more deeply rooted in Kotarou’s character and are brought to the fore in Moon and Terra. Even when Kotarou had friendship and human connection with the Occult Club, he was irresponsible and unserious: His friendships were too ephemeral to last when a large crisis emerged on November 13th. This microcosmic problem played out in macrocosm with the full structure of the routes as Kotarou always had to fight—often physically—against an array of forces in order to protect the friendships he gained. This may not get the point across for everyone: let us get to the same issue from a slightly different angle; the side of Kotarou that is always chasing adventure in dissatisfaction with the world exists in a curious symbiosis with his tendency to keep a self-destructive distance from the friendships that he most values. In turn, these tendencies are mirrored in a world-structure where Kotarou’s aspiration for human connection is always and everywhere threatened by the precarious position of the planet and the constant possibility of unwanted adventure.
In Moon, when Kotarou befriends the Kagari on the moon, he forms a connection with someone whom he never once saved across all of the many variations in the timeline. Kotarou is dissatisfied by this exceptionally ephemeral friendship, which seems destined to only last for this single meta-existence on the moon. And unable to abide by the limitations and reasons before him, he makes the promise to meet Kagari again and inserts that promise itself into the timeline. The poetic importance of this promise within the structure of Terra cannot be underestimated. While the Kotarou of Terra seems to sacrifice himself through isolation from his chief source of happiness—that is, the Occult Club—this is all in the context of a dogged pursuit of Kagari that is driven by his promise. This crystallises in some interesting gameplay: the traditional dating sim choices of Rewrite more or less melt away as a concrete feature in Terra, but not in their presentation. The choice menu remains in Terra, but with only one option or with a single option pre-selected as if by some mysterious force. This force is the path carved out by Kagari and by Kotarou’s promise to her in Moon. (For example:)
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(Or:)
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(Or, even more extremely:)
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The outcome for humanity arrived at via this path is far from rosy. After all, the end of the world occurs in Terra in a manner that was not directly present in, say, the Chihaya route. However, Kotarou’s dogged pursuit of Kagari leads to some very particular outcomes. The other members of the Occult Club are led down a series of contingencies that prevents most of their individual traumas—that is, their issues beyond the worldwide crisis that occurs independent of them. (For example, Kotori’s parents are saved.) And in the aftermath of the apocalypse, they still meet and form a group together. Kotarou more or less sacrifices himself to show Kagari the “happy memories” that she desires. However, he does so while finding a sense of purpose for himself and fully understanding the meaning of service that challenged him in prior routes such as Chihaya’s and Akane’s. At the conclusion of the story, Kotarou is accidentally resurrected by the members of the new Occult Club. After some back and forth, Kotarou’s resurrected form drags the club along on one final adventure: Kotarou uses his completed powers to allow for space travel and takes the club to the moon to find Kagari. The arrival of inter-planetary travel is the final note on Rewrite’s treatment of issues of environmentalism and transhumanism. However, poetically speaking, it is also played as the realisation of Kotarou’s dream of finally freeing his friendships from the precarious circumstances of the world’s crisis, and therefore he is able to lead his friends to the moon and befriend the Kagari on the moon. Only then is the Occult Club complete. The purpose of saving the world is not for its own sake, it is for those things we value in that world. Hence, the journey away from Earth is shown with the following staging, rather than something purely fantastical and dramatic:
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And when they find Kagari on the moon, she appears as synonymous with the birth of plant life on that body: Friendship is a source of joy that is equated with the terraforming of the universe to allow transcendence and escape for humanity.
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Chapter 7 – Rewrite, third section: Looking for your keys where the light is good
Back down to Earth: What was all of that about denki?
Our expansive summary and discussion of Rewrite did establish some useful ideas that we can read within the framework of denki fiction. But I also let the subject stew for as long as I did for the simple reason that I like Rewrite and wanted to gush about it. So, as we step away from the more tangential elements of this discussion, we should contextualise the portrait of Rewrite that we have drawn. That is, we should examine how this all fits into the issues that we started with.
Rewrite concerns a listless youth who yearns for adventure. Like in any good adventure story, romance, mystery, friendship, and violence are all waiting for him. However, as we already discussed, this adventure is all backwards. The dangers lurking in the forest turn out to be the residue of a war between secret societies, and these secret societies are in turn staffed by the heroines that our ambitious youth has recently befriended. And in a metaphysical sense, the root crisis at issue in Rewrite is the slow death of the planet at the hands of human pollution. The world from Kotarou’s initial perspective, defined by its layered boundaries between mundane human society and the great unknown, coheres to the structure of denki fiction. Rewrite plays with this structure and uses many touchstones of the genre; its many nods to nearby successes such as Fate/stay night do not feel accidental.
Its denki-ness serves a simple enough purpose in the early portions of the story, where Kotarou’s perspective is yet to be challenged. But this thread may be harder to follow as we delve into the more esoteric facets of the later routes. How could an ending punctuated by inter-planetary travel relate to the mechanisms of denki fiction? Well, to begin with, is there any periphery more peripheral than space (the final frontier)? As the story expands beyond the romantic notions that Kotarou brought to the world, the intractability of the conflicts that undergird this society become apparent. One side wants to protect human society, since many millions of people depend on it in order to stay alive. The other side knows that this same human society cannot survive without the planet which is slowly dying; they are willing to sacrifice some in order to protect the whole. Seeing these social systems from the inside also makes it apparent that the internal politics of human organisations often make compromise and cooperation impossible. Even if a hypothetical solution were found, enacting it would be another matter entirely. Seemingly total victories for humanity, like in Chihaya’s route, are only delaying the inevitable. And the best efforts at mitigating the damage of the Key’s apocalypse, such as we see in Akane’s route, still leave untold suffering in their wake. After witnessing these challenges, Kotarou’s initial model of the world is insufficient. It is not that there is a mundane reality in the city and an entirely different reality in its exterior; there is just one reality, and it is all under the umbrella of the complexities of human society. Kotarou longs for seemingly trivial things like love and friendship, and he is able to find these in an industrialised contemporary society. But this same society is slowly destroying the planet. The war between Guardian and Gaia that threatens Kotarou’s daily life is just an off-shoot from this problem of human-caused pollution.
The esoteric challenges of the later routes, featuring concepts such as environmentalism and transhumanism, have a fairly direct bearing on Kotarou’s personal character arc. Kotarou’s concerns are denki-like in their juxtaposition of the mundane versus the exceptional, and how this relates to his perspectives on his own life. However, since this way of thinking is belied by the actual complexity of the world, Kotarou’s search for “opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination through this strangeness” (Kazuhiko Komatsu and Masatoshi Naitou) ends up taking a critical and subversive lens as it encounters this complexity: Even as people lament the homogeneous experiences of industrialised modern societies, they rely on those societies to maintain the conventional circumstances of their happiness. There is not a readily available alternative lurking just beyond the periphery of modern society that can fulfil a longing for youthful adventure whilst still providing mundane sources of meaning. Instead, beyond the periphery, there are only the carefully hidden costs to that mundane happiness: Beyond a happy school life and youthful romance, there are the things that maintain current human prosperity such as ecological decay, war, economic exploitation, and political intrigue—that is, the kinds of things seen in the Terra route. Terra sees Kotarou plunge directly into this peripheral world, giving up a fun school life with the Occult Club in the process. This is all done in order to save the world on Kagari’s behalf, but it is not enough.
As the posture of Rewrite becomes increasingly critical towards a naïve hope for adventure, there is only limited applicability for the usual framework of denki fiction. In this fundamental sense, it is worth looking at Rewrite’s later content as a kind of anti-denki: It takes a world that seems to contrast contemporary capitalist society with a fantastical underbelly in the manner of denki fiction, only to specifically repudiate that fantasy. Even in a world with superpowers, the exploitation of others at the hands of complex and thoroughly mundane social forces is what drives conflict. However, this does not mean that the denki lens loses all of its utility at this point in the story. Kotarou seeks adventure because he is dissatisfied with human society. Initially, he fails to identify the causes of this discontent beyond a vague sense of loneliness, and so he looks beyond his immediate surroundings for an external concrete source of meaning. Kotarou’s personal journey throughout Rewrite involves coming to understand what it is he wanted from society in the first place. And while he does not find the satisfaction he hoped for in his immediate exterior, Rewrite nonetheless remains a story about stepping beyond the limits imposed by social conditions. By learning the full nature of the crisis that faces humanity, Kotarou understands that the periphery he believed in was actually a reflection of the centre of human society. Transcending this crisis in Rewrite does not mean finding some utopia beyond the boundaries of a mundane daily life. Instead, it is about expanding the horizons of human thought to allow society to overcome its current limitations. In a diegetic context, Rewrite presents this as humans literally moving beyond the Earth in order to transcend the crisis of the environment. But this concept is also meant in an abstract and conceptual sense, as opposed to a pure call for space travel as the solution to all social ills. It can be interpreted in broader terms as a call for technological and social progress; each moment has its underlying evils, but we cannot run away, only forward. Rewrite articulates this vision like so:
The power and the determination to blaze a trail into the future. … We were so desperate for it that we’d even consume our one and only Mother Earth. We thought we had to expand that badly. … That’s why she looks like a mother watching her child leave the nest. …
Even so, the planet will forgive us. Blessings to the child that tramples over their mother to journey forth. For it is not a sad memory. It is a path of light. It is the only hope that will lead to a bright future.
Such limitations on human thriving are identified with Kotarou’s feelings of loneliness and a longing for belonging. This is embodied in the final moments of the story when he reunites with the Occult Club and Kagari—a moment that we already discussed. If we understand the structure of the denki story as the use of overlapping layers to hint at the potential for concrete meaning and excitement just beyond the limits of conventional human society, the meaning of Rewrite as a work of denki fiction does not need to be read as entirely subversive. Rewrite instead sees transcending the limits of the human condition, with its many contained layers bundled up into an interlinked system of crisis, as a deeper aspiration. And it sees this as a transhumanist dream that requires us to make progress, step by step, until we are no longer constrained by our biological limits.
On singularity
When we set out to examine Rewrite, our goal was comparison. With a full enough picture of Rewrite in mind, it should be possible to accept the points where Rewrite is similar to the works of Kinoko Nasu while also gaining some insight from the areas where they totally differ. There are some truths that can only be reached through the interpenetration of opposites, rather than taking each fact as it is on its face. Now, as is obvious from playing each in turn, Rewrite is very different from, say, Fate/stay night. More than anything else, they feel radically different. Even if we apprehend the various strains of similarity in terms of their structures or use of certain conventions, there is a certain intuitive or aesthetic difference in aura that mitigates against analogising them. I have no doubt that many readers felt that Rewrite was a strange example to turn to—all the more so given the disproportionate time we have spent on it.
Yet, this is precisely what is so fascinating about the issue. Rewrite is a highly introspective dating sim that gives considerable attention to its superpowered protagonist. This protagonist has the secret power to manifest various weapons from his body in return for risking his sense of humanity. The structure of the story transforms a mundane everyday in contemporary Japan into a secret war between superpowered individuals in the underbelly of that society. The perspective of Kotarou—and the audience in turn—on this drama is affixed to the circumstances of a particular chosen heroine. Specifically, the mysterious element of romance is aligned with the use of mystery in a fantastical setting to make the two into a single uniform path; the more we learn about the heroine, the more we learn about the secret world of Guardian and Gaia. With the use of this structure, the motifs of the denki genre, and a considerable runtime, Rewrite manages to dance across a range of tones and create a very ‘total’ experience in a manner comparable to Fate/stay night, as well as those visual novels that most aspired to push the medium in a similar direction. And yet, Rewrite just feels so distinct from Fate/stay night in the final analysis. Some kind of anti-magnetism in the zeitgeist of the subculture ensures that these points of comparison feel distant in the minds of the audience. Rewrite is compressed into the shape of a dating sim of the Key type.
The features that align with this difference in perception are core to the appeal of Rewrite. In broad terms, the two most common ways to present text in a visual novel are the NVL and the ADV formats. The NVL format covers the majority of the screen in text and uses novel-like paragraphs. The ADV format tends towards a more ‘game-like’ presentation where text is limited to a smaller textbox. This textbox is only large enough present each line of dialogue separately without much in possibility for lengthy paragraphs. In addition, the screen real estate opened by this smaller textbox can be used to emphasise sprites and other art assets. This mode of presentation is shared with many kinds of roleplaying games and all manner of dialogue-heavy games in Japan. The games developed by Type-moon universally adopt the NVL format; Fate/stay night for example looks like this:
[image: A blue sky with clouds and text  Description automatically generated]
By contrast, Rewrite mostly sticks to the ADV format, in line with prior titles by Key:
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At least it does until Terra, where it adopts the NVL format to accommodate the disappearance of dialogue in favour of lonely monologue—a natural arrangement as our protagonist loses his friends in the Occult Club:
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However, the use of ADV text is just one highly visible point of comparison. The common route of Rewrite is considerably longer than any similar stretch of mundanity in Fate/stay night. Even the relatively slice-of-life-heavy Mahoyo cannot compare. This is commensurate with a generally greater focus on romance in Rewrite—despite the lack of sex scenes next to Fate/stay night’s healthy helping of those. The use of single purpose of CGs in combat scenes is rare in Rewrite: By contrast, CGs are littered about fairly liberally during romantic moments of connection between the hero and heroine. This makes for quite the point of difference from Fate/stay night, which is full of CGs during its many battle scenes.
We could conduct a further point-by-point comparison between the two titles. But its value would be limited. While some features here and there may distinguish themselves as being somewhat interesting, we are not likely to find some kind of secret sauce that explains what it is that gives Rewrite its distinctive character. Rather, playing the games side by side makes it clear that the boundary between them is an intangible quality that emerges from taking in their respective totalities. This intangibility makes the issue challenging to define, but not impossible to understand. Among Rewrite’s different flavours, there are two that contribute the most to separating it from other battle-heavy denki dating sims: Firstly, its relationship to the traditional brand of Key as a game studio. And secondly, the particular voices of its creators, especially in the case of Romeo Tanaka and his impact on certain thematically decisive arcs such as the Akane route or Moon and Terra.
This latter point tends to have pretty obvious relevance when comparing any pair of stories. The distinctive voice of the creator is an issue that is almost always front of mind for the audience, and also tends to result in several concrete differences between the works in question that can be broken down and examined. While clearly important in shaping Rewrite itself, the issue of this kind of authorship actually has limited importance for our current discussion. These kind of normal differences in style and identity are commonplace in art. And even when such distinctions exist, art is often considered to work within the same genre: Pablo Picasso and René Magritte both contributed to the cultural phenomenon of surrealism and can be compared with one another on certain analytical points, and yet their works are trivially easy to tell apart from one another. The issue that we are dealing with when it comes to Rewrite and Fate/stay night is more totalising and more challenging to grasp. Something seems to preclude the act of comparing the two titles, even when they have several overlapping genre elements that tie them together in the concrete sense of lineage and structure.
We should instead turn our attention to the subject of brands. At first, a brand and an author seem like overlapping concepts. They both describe an identity related to the origin or source of an artistic product. But there is an absolutely essential distinction between the two words: An author is a symbol that suggests an original creator, but a brand is a symbolic structure used by consumers to group products together. One exists to communicate an underlying concept, the other exists to communicate itself. We could interpret this difference in an essentially Baudrillardian sense if we were feeling a little French. (We are not and will not ever be feeling French.) Summarising the issue differently, from the perspective of the audience an author is an exterior identity. By contrast, a brand is an internal framework that the audience uses to structure their perception of reality. The formulation is a little inexact, but an author shapes the content of media whereas a brand shapes the perception of that content: Hideo Kojima as an author shaped the content of Metal Gear Solid by determining the words that the characters speak and the actions that take place in its story; Hideo Kojima as a brand shapes the expectations that lead an audience to the work in the first place, and the ideas that are used by them to interpret the work. While these two concepts are linked, they shape the work from entirely opposite sides of the interpretive process.
Rewrite is kept apart from other denki works by this intangible structuring process, which is separate from the story’s straightforward content. Our earlier investigation on Rewrite was focused on the aspects of this content that align with a denki-like orientation: Despite this narrowly assigned interest, there are certain conclusions we can draw. Rewrite is a story about Kotarou Tennouji’s journey into the unknown, the ironical lack of fulfilment he finds there, and the radical upheavals that are necessary to allow Kotarou—and humanity at large—to live happily in their mundane lives without risking the planet. When taking in this structure as a whole, it stands out in its use of denki-like motifs in its characterisation of the distinctions between mundane city-life and the ‘true’ underbelly of society. What is particularly notable is how Rewrite uses this structure to touch on its own themes and deliver its own experience. Its exact balance of adjacency and distance from the works of Kinoko Nasu, which Faust labelled as shindenki, is enough to prove that the genre could deliver something apart from ‘Nasu clones’. Even if the denki aspects are just one side of Rewrite, they are nonetheless clear and important when laid out as individual pieces of the text as it exists.
This is exactly the point of this elaborate exercise we have conducted: Rewrite’s content offers an extension of the same motifs that were established by Nasu and Faust as the shindenki movement, but in a relatively novel and interesting direction. And yet, that movement and its associated ideas were largely excluded from Rewrite’s consideration by audiences. Our purpose is to understand this problem, since doing so would provide a considerable hint and case-study as to why this movement had little staying power. That was the original problem that necessitated our interest in Rewrite, after all. By isolating the many elements related to denki fiction in its presentation and structure, we can say with some certainty that Rewrite’s difficulty in this regard was not that its content was so distinct from the conventions of the genre that it could not possibly be read in this light. Rather, it was that audiences were more receptive to and focused on the non-denki elements than the denki elements. In the case of Rewrite, this perception was moulded by its legacy within a preexisting brand known as Key.
If the purpose of these last few sections was to understand Rewrite’s content when read in the light of denki fiction, our next purpose needs to be to understand how Rewrite’s non-content—its brand—directed its reading away from this light. However, the idea of talking about Rewrite’s non-content is confused by its negative characteristics: Discussing something is possible, but one cannot easily discuss a non-something. A non-discussion of a non-something seems suitable, but doing nothing would of course accomplish nothing.
The approach I have chosen is a kind of literary montage. I would like to briefly go over several other works and trends that arose in the immediate context of Nasu’s rise and establish their examples as something to keep in mind as we think through this issue. We will do this through a series of mini-essays—do not worry, they will each be a fraction of the size of our discussion of Rewrite. Through these exhibits, I hope to develop the tools to discuss this elusive and intangible problem known as the brand.
Exhibit A – Higurashi: A missed moment?
Our discussion of Rewrite was oriented by a text that is remembered as being particularly distinct from the style of Kinoko Nasu. However, Higurashi: When They Cry has an history that is interwoven with Nasu’s own. In that sense, it is ironic that Ryuukishi07’s name is attached to both projects, even if his involvement in Rewrite was much more subdued. Regardless, Ryuukishi07 was promoted by Faust as the follow-up act to Nasu’s own establishment of shindenki under Kara no Kyoukai: To this end, Ryuukishi’s 2005 novel Our Haunted Dance on the Stairs was serialised in the magazine under the designation of a ‘shindenki novel’. However, when it came to the attention of readers at large, Ryuukishi07’s name has always been more intimately tied with his 2002 visual novel Higurashi: When They Cry.
The story of how Ryuukishi07 became involved in the world of dating sims features many of the same titles as Nasu’s own path: Ryuukishi07 started with Otogirisou and Kamaitachi no Yoru from Chunsoft’s ‘sound novel’ series. (He later appropriated the phrase ‘sound novel’ for his When They Cry series.) From this point onwards, Ryuukishi07 was hooked, saying that:
I experienced the golden age of the genre, playing Leaf’s titles such as Shizuku, Kizuato, and To Heart on my PC—as well as Key’s Kanon and AIR. I had a deep interest in visual novels.
While this list of titles corresponds closely to Nasu’s own frame of reference, the level of enthusiasm definitely does not. Nasu was a reluctant late bloomer who did not even own a PC; Ryuukishi07 was an enthusiast who played visual novels throughout the 1990s on his own PC, and even made his own visual novel as a hobby prior to entering the self-publishing scene. But one definite connection between the two emerged from the belatedness of Ryuukishi07’s debut. This connection was addressed in an interview that Ryuukishi07 provided for the fifth volume of Faust in 2005, as they continued to promote the unity of the shindenki movement:
Interviewer: You are of the same generation as Kinoko Nasu, right?
Ryuukishi07: Yes. The generation of Nintendo Famicom. … Back then, I thought there was no point in presenting my work unless others could see it. … It was considered that in self-publishing others would not take you seriously if you did not create so-called “secondary works,” and I was of the same mindset. But just at that moment, Tsukihime by Type-moon, led by Takashi Takeuchi and Kinoko Nasu, became a huge hit as an original self-published work, and it opened the door to the new world of self-publishing activities. … And while I was marvelling at how amazing Tsukihime was, Yatazakura, a current 07th Expansion member, told me he was currently studying the visual novel engine that it uses. He said, “It’s called ‘NScripter’ and it’s fun”. So, we decided to try to make a sound novel using that software. That was Higurashi: When They Cry.
This influence is something that Ryuukishi07 wears on his sleeve: Higurashi features a parody character in Rumiko Chie who is meant as a callback to the heroine named Ciel from Tsukihime. And Ryuukishi07’s enthusiasm for certain techniques, such as poetic narrative layering, and the integration of third-person style descriptions within nominally first-person perspective combat scenes, all show the clear residue of someone who was a fan of Nasu’s work. Indeed, Faust’s interest in Higurashi as a contribution to an era of shindenki ushered in by Nasu seems obvious from its content. Like Nasu’s work, Higurashi appears as if born from a fusion of denki fiction, otaku culture, and mystery elements. To demonstrate this, let us briefly summarise Higurashi’s relevant elements.
Higurashi centres on Keiichi Maebara, a recent arrival in the rural village of Hinamizawa. His mundane life of playing games with his school club is interrupted by the mysterious murder of the photographer Jirou Tomitake. This murder sets off a series of events that reveal the dark underbelly of Hinamizawa and how Keiichi’s friends are each involved to varying degrees. The core genre term to consider with Higurashi is not fantasy like Tsukihime, but mystery. For all of the fantastical revelations in the latter half of the plot, Higurashi’s looping narrative is structured around the quest to unravel the truths that emerge in connection with Tomitake’s murder. This search for truth is contrasted with the prevalence of Keiichi’s mundane ‘pre-murder’ life in each of the story arcs. And this everyday life involves the spirited depiction of slice of life scenes between Keiichi and the female-dominated school club—in scenes filled with otaku culture references and character traits typical of moe culture. Not to mention the dating sim-like presentation taken from the visual novels of Leaf.
The setting of Hinamizawa is a remote village that evokes the rustic style of a lost Japan and evokes a very different feeling from Nasu’s own choice of setting. Rather, this aesthetic mirrors some alternative denki-like fantasy fiction of the 1990s, such as Fuyumi Ono’s Shiki. In understanding this, it is helpful to note that Higurashi is not set in contemporary Japan like Nasu’s work, but in the year 1983. However, its other denki features are undeniably familiar to our investigation of Nasu. It is revealed over the course of the story that Hinamizawa was actually known as ‘Onigafuchi’ up until the Meiji Restoration. In accordance with its namesake, Onigafuchi is allegedly inhabited by those descended from demons—oni: The renaming of the village was associated with the Meiji government’s attempts to tame the periphery and bring it under the domain of the imperial system. The people of Onigafuchi had a distinct lineage from the majority of the Japanese population; a problem evocative of groups such as the burakumin and the ‘mountain people’ that we discussed much earlier in relation to denki fiction and Mahoyo. In fact, the setting for Higurashi is based on the real mountain village of Shirakawa. In summary, Higurashi is a story set in the periphery as it collides with the modernisation of the 1980s.
With a murder mystery, otaku elements, and a fantastical denki setting that plays on the motif of the centre versus the periphery, it seems at first blush that Higurashi found its way to a distinct vision for an updated presentation of denki fiction—all while being sufficiently aware of and influenced by Nasu’s own concepts to hit many of the same notes. But such appearances are deceiving in important ways. While Ryuukishi07 came from the same generation as Nasu when it came to the arena of video games, his experience with novelistic literature was very different. Despite the suitability of the setting of Hinamizawa to denki-like storytelling, Ryuukishi07 has not expressed the kind of strong affinity for the denki fiction of the 1980s that Nasu has—despite his continued returns to the genre, such as with Iwaihime in 2016. And even with Ryuukishi07’s insistence on writing mystery narratives, his concrete experience with the genre was a work in progress. In 2005, Faust’s editor-in-chief Katsushi Oota explained:
When I first met Ryuukishi07, there was something that left me speechless. That is, the moment when I realized he is a talent whose culture purely came out of the world of visual novels. While I was playing Higurashi: When They Cry, I was convinced that Ryuukishi07 must have been immersed in the shinhonkaku mystery scene, and I thought, “he must also be a fan of Seishi Yokomizo!” But that wasn’t the case at all. As an editor of Kodansha Novels, I felt that this was a problem. For example, Kinoko Nasu was clearly a talent that came out of the shinhonkaku mystery genre—a talent that was very close to my context as an editor. But Ryukishi07 is clearly different from Nasu in this respect. When we first met, he told me he had never even heard of Natsuhiko Kyougoku until recently. “What does that mean?” I thought.
This is a peculiar state of affairs for numerous reasons. As Oota intuited, there is no pair of mystery authors who are more readily compared to the content of Higurashi than Seishi Yokomizo and Natsuhiko Kyougoku—the latter in particular. The form of Japanese mythology used in Higurashi is particular to the Onmyoudou-inspired variant, which first entered mass popular culture through the denki fiction of Hiroshi Aramata, and then was subsequently refined in the Onmyouji detective novels of Natsuhiko Kyougoku. During the Watanagashi Festival, which is repeatedly depicted throughout Higurashi, the description given for the steps of the shrine maiden naturally brings the kagura practice of henbai steps to mind. And as explained in Kyougoku’s Box of the Mouryou, the henbai or ufou as originally practiced in Onmyoudou is a countermeasure against pre-Meiji forms of oni-like mononoke known as mouryou. Prior to overlapping with oni in contemporary Japanese mythology, the man-eating mouryou were associated with the water and swamp dwelling suijin known as mizugami: The henbai steps were an ancient countermeasure against man-eating earth spirits that dwell near rivers and swamps. This explanation of the ritual, reached by way of Kyougoku, seems to pre-empt the entire mythology of Onigafuchi long before it was revealed in Higurashi. And yet, Ryuukishi07 had never read this novel: He cites no knowledge of it or its ancestors.
It is impossible to know exactly how all of the particular elements of Higurashi entered the brain of Ryuukishi07. Due to its serialised release, it is entirely possible that many of the original ideas in Higurashi were retroactively cloaked with fragments of information that Ryuukishi07 gained in the intervening years. However, many of these ideas also arrived fully formed from the beginning of the story. And to some extent it does not precisely matter how much of Higurashi was the result of planning versus backfilling. The key point is that the end product of Higurashi took the shape that it did despite Ryuukishi07’s lack of a background in the relevant literature: what Oota called “a talent whose culture purely came out of the world of visual novels.” This is of consequence because of how it complicates Kinoko Nasu’s own literary lineage: Ryuukishi07’s pure connection to visual novels is juxtaposed to Nasu’s impure connection, but they both produced works that met Faust’s criteria of a shindenki “tradition that fuses the denki movement of the 1980s with the anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.”
This means, in short, that there were other paths to arrive at this style beyond literally and directly reading a preceding canon of works. It seems unlikely that Ryuukishi07 was able to reverse engineer the literary history of Kinoko Nasu purely through Tsukihime. Rather, it was that he could reach the same destination independent of this literature. A key example can be found in Ryuukishi07’s history as an avid gamer. For example, one of the defining video game series of his ‘Famicom generation’ was the role-playing game franchise of Megami Tensei, which adapted Aya Nishitani’s denki novel series Digital Devil Story into a video game. There’s no way to be certain of the impact of this particular title on Ryuukishi07 as an individual (except the presence of a character cameo in the minigames in Higurashi,which suggests at least some awareness), but it and other similar games reflected his generation’s overall interests. It is illustrative of how literary concepts such as denki were present in non-literary mediums: The cultural ripples that influenced Kinoko Nasu as a reader also shaped Ryuukishi07 in turn as a gamer. Many adventure games and visual novels popular in Japan during the 1990s featured themes of horror and mystery, such as Chunsoft’s already noted ‘sound novels’ series. And the particular features of Japanese mythology as popularised by Hiroshi Aramata and Natsuhiko Kyougoku affected the canonical depiction of that mythology in all manner of popular culture.
This leads us to the important conclusion that the kinds of denki content that interested Faust were not particular to Nasu. It was in fact possible to recreate many of the defining features of this so-called shindenki movement largely independently of the lineage that shaped Nasu—and even to create unique variations within this result. Higurashi took many of these ingredients and positioned them in a rural setting, contrary to the overriding orientation of the zeitgeist. In addition, it elevated the importance of mystery and horror. This horror element is worth briefly discussing on its own terms: Horror offers a fairly unique approach to the motifs of denki fiction. If we recall the description of denki fiction provided by Kazuhiko Komatsu and Masatoshi Naitou:
To summarise, denki exists to depict the “strangeness” in society. “Strangeness” refers to things that are rare, inexplicable, supernatural, or abnormal. To go further, denki explores the strangeness on the exterior or periphery of the everyday world. In highly industrialised, regulated societies, the homogenisation of experience does not leave much cause to encounter strangeness in everyday life. Such a society lacks imagination. Therefore, people reach for opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination through this strangeness.
In such fantasies, the existence of strangeness provides readers with “opportunities to enliven their everyday life and imagination.” More specifically, this is to say that the possibility of a supernatural and inexplicable hidden nature to the world is a source of excitement and meaning that is aspirational when compared to the dreary and mundane nature of contemporary life. The association is a little different with horror. Horror transforms the unknown into something terrifying. In Higurashi, Keiichi does not predominantly undergo a journey into the periphery that provides excitement and meaning. Certainly, he does achieve something like this right at the end of the story, after successive failed loops. But in general, Higurashi presents the periphery as a source of death and despair that the audience is meant to fear. In this light, that the eventual culprit turns out to be acting on behalf of a conspiracy of Japanese fascists who are nostalgic for the pre-war imperial system is a fact pregnant with meaning.
These many unique facets of Higurashi can be understood under the general rubric of an author finding his own voice in the context of a larger movement: Even if the movement was defined by the success of Kinoko Nasu, it is natural that subsequent writers would exhibit their own diverse perspectives on overlapping ideas apart from Nasu’s own. This is generally the case with literary trends. Given this, the more dramatic problem before us is the reception of Higurashi rather than its internal qualities on their own. Higurashi demonstrated how a distinct tone and unique voice could be brought to many of the same ideas that drove the highly successful works of Nasu. Higurashi was from a comparable era, had a successful anime, and embodied the possibility of revisiting Nasu-like ideas from new angles beyond his particular kind of bombastic urban fantasy. Indeed, despite some continued sectarian divisions among more tribal factions, the growth of the visual novel community of that generation was driven in part by the large and overlapping fanbases of Nasu and Ryuukishi07. If there was any potential for the motifs of shindenki to create a movement driven by multiple authors, Higurashi seemed to be sowing seeds in the ground that Nasu had ploughed with Kara no Kyoukai and Tsukihime. The subsequent history of popular culture in Japan must be considered with the specific understanding that this did not happen. Higurashi came to be read apart from Nasu and other writers, as its own insular brand.
Exhibit B – Zaregoto: A seamless leap
On the subject of Nisio, Isin, the critic Tsunehiro Uno said:
We now have a clear answer as to why shindenki defeated sekai-kei. By the late 2000s, sekai-kei was a repository of the prior imagination of the 1990s and was therefore rendered anachronistic by the changing tides of the 2000s. … However, it was Nisio, Isin that remained as a stable flagship at Faust both before and after their shift in orientation. In other words, only Nisio, Isin managed a seamless leap from sekai-kei to shindenki.
Insomuch as Uno’s analysis is rooted in seeing the imagination of each epoch as stable and defined for eternity, it falls too closely in line with the limits of Faust’s own opinion. However, this invocation of Nisio, Isin is important. Looking over Nisio’s career, he has written in a range of genres with an orientation towards a very broad group of otaku readers. In that sense, his “seamless leap from sekai-kei to shindenki” was just the expected result of lacking a strong attachment to the preceding style (sekai-kei). But even granting this general viewpoint, it is worth examining Nisio’s specific relationship to shindenki-like fiction, as it is demonstrative of several important concepts which will be of use to us.
Uno further described Nisio’s debut series, the Zaregoto series, as a story that “started as sekai-kei, negated this identity, and ended as shindenki.” Whether we find this claim credible or not, the Zaregoto series makes for an interesting case study of how the conceptual framework of shindenki fiction should inform our understanding of popular otaku authors like Nisio, Isin. As should be obvious to those who have read it, Zaregoto does not necessarily call the style of Kinoko Nasu to mind: It is not particularly steeped in the conventions and logic of hardcore urban fantasy. And even leaving aside the shindenki claim, Uno’s invocation of the term sekai-kei is likely to surprise those who are familiar with the term. Instead, Zaregoto’s content most visibly fits under the umbrella of shinhonkaku mystery fiction.
The nine Zaregoto novels are broken up into six distinct story arcs: Decapitation Cycle, Strangulation Romanticist, Hanging High School, Psycho Logical, Cannibal Magical, and Uprooted Radical respectively. (We will not be including the recently released tenth volume in our discussion of Zaregoto, as it is too recent and too distinct from the others to fit into this history.) The first five out of these six all follow a generally similar structure. The perspective character, the pseudonymous ‘Ii-chan’, episodically encounters a series of locked room murders in closed circle settings. (The locked room and closed circle of Strangulation Romanticist is obscured by the nature of the novel, but both are still factors present in its mystery.)
Ii-chan’s role in these mysteries is generally as a type of Watson character; he is a relatively remote observer. Rather than conducting a straightforward investigation, Ii-chan’s investment in the events is often kept opaque. He drifts from conversation to conversation, discussing a large range of subjects that seem to be irrelevant to the issue of the murder. These sprawling conversations and Ii-chan’s distinct prosaic voice make up the core of Zaregoto’s particular literary feeling. Next to Ii-chan’s attempt at neutrality, the series does have an active detective character in Jun Aikawa. With some exceptions, Jun tends to solve the central mystery before Ii-chan does, and has the power to resolve the situation if she wishes. However, despite this, the structure of the story is always framed around when Ii-chan comes to realise the truth of the situation, rather than when the truth is available to highly capable characters like Jun. Put another way, the stakes of the plot are structured in existential terms.
A key hint to Zaregoto’s nature can be grasped by considering how the series is littered with references to Osamu Dezai’s hit novel No Longer Human. No Longer Human was one of the closing masterpieces of the era of shishousetsu (I-novel) literature. Shishousetsu were a prominent style of confessional literature in Japan throughout the first half of the 20th century, with popular attention driven by titles such as The Broken Commandment by Touson Shimazaki (1906) and The Quilt by Katai Tayama (1907). Such stories were generally written in an autobiographical, first-person style. However, in contrast to the confessional styles popular in the West, the focus of this first-person perspective was on the particularity of an individual’s daily life rather than developing their psychology in their defining moments. In other words, the subjective perspective of shishousetsu was constructed using events to paint a portrait of a unique time and place, rather than using an accumulation of defining events to reveal the internal mental processes of the individual. They tend to centre on the mundane, seemingly irrelevant aspects of daily life, rather than the decisive moments that are perceived to define the individual person.
For example, the shishousetsu novel Shichirigahama: One Man’s Fate by Kanya Miyauchi tells the story of Ishizuka (Miyauchi’s father), a teacher who was forced to resign after six of his students were killed in a boating accident. However, the novel does not focus on these tragic events. Instead, it develops the mundane life of the school, the students, other teachers, and Ishizuka himself through his perspective on these trivial circumstances. In doing so, it frames the causes and nature of this tragedy in terms of the daily psychology of those involved.
The philosopher Koujin Karatani develops a similar point in regard to The Quilt by Katai Tayama:
Tayama confesses nothing but trivialities in The Quilt. One suspects he had more serious reasons for feeling remorseful, but due to the special nature of modern Japanese literary “confession,” Tayama was able to conceal those things while “confessing” to trivialities. … By depicting ugly feelings rather than ugly matters, that is, Tayama described what did not even exist.
For a point of contrast we might consider The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath; even when the events of a Western confessional novel are situated in the narrator’s daily life, the ‘ugly matters’ that form the subject of the novel are given a direct form. For example, the subjects of depression and suicidality linger across several scenes, such as in the following ostensibly minor exchange:
“You say you want more sleeping pills?”
“Yes.”
“But the ones I gave you last week are very strong.”
“They don’t work any more.”
I liked Teresa. She had a gentle, intuitive touch.
Teresa’s large, dark eyes regarded me thoughtfully.
…
There was a little pause.
“What seems to be the matter?” Teresa said then.
“I can’t sleep. I can’t read.” I tried to speak in a cool, calm way, but the zombie rose up in my throat and choked me off. I turned my hands palm up.
“I think,” Teresa tore off a white slip from her prescription pad and wrote down a name and address, “you’d better see another doctor I know. He’ll be able to help you more than I can.”
I peered at the writing, but I couldn’t read it.
“Doctor Gordon,” Teresa said. “He’s a psychiatrist.”
While Plath has her own idiosyncratic interests, the overall focus of this style of confession is typical of Western novels of this type. It is not so in Japanese shishousetsu novels. These differences were also addressed by Karatani like so:
To “write undisguisedly” in the shishousetsu style was, to borrow Ougai’s formulation, to no longer “tie the strands together.” Since nineteenth-century European realism also belonged to the space created by drafting techniques, the same word “realism” took on an entirely different content when used by shishousetsu writers. One could say the same about the word “I.” In shishousetsu the “I” is placed within brackets in the phenomenological sense. The “I” in Western modernity, as shown by the example of Descartes, exists by virtue of a specific perspectival configuration which had come to appear so self-evident and natural that it was not easy to recognize that it was a product of drafting techniques. … In the Japanese shishousetsu the opposite was the case, since the configuration that constituted the Western “I” as natural seemed unnatural and artificial to the shishousetsu writers.
Since the Western concept of a psychological, interior sense of personhood was less naturalised in the Japanese context, the form of confessional literature differed in proportion. In the West, the self was understood as a self-evident entity, and confessional literature primarily existed to explain the role of the self in the crucial moments of the narrator’s life. In the Japanese context, the self had to undergo a diffuse process of ‘construction’ through implication and association within the narrative. The various trivial relationships and obligations that make up the daily life of a person needed to be sketched out in detail to see the self emerge at all.
However, this tendency was not eternal. While Japanese literature remained distinct from the West in its own way, it also responded to the changing circumstances of Japan’s modernisation. It is in this context that we should approach No Longer Human and its influence on Zaregoto. No Longer Human (1948) was released almost half a century after the defining early titles of the shishousetsu era, such as The Quilt (1907). In that time, the “unnatural and artificial” understanding of the self referenced by Karatani had at least evolved, even if it had not disappeared entirely.
Through their interest in the mundane features of the external environment around the self, prior shishousetsu did not need to directly rely on the particular internal nature of that individual for their sense of characterisation. The self started as an empty subject that was filled with the portrait painted by the story of their particular life. No Longer Human is rather different. It is dripping with the particularities of a full interior voice. Its flow is punctuated by its lengthy monologues just as much as the distinct events within its narrative. But this is not to say that it is written in a Western style of confession. It is still rooted in the centrality of non-events; the “ugly feelings rather than ugly matters, that … [do] not even exist” described by Karatani. There is no sense that life is something that emerges from the narrator’s self, instead life is something that reveals the self as it happens to that narrator.
Through his interest in No Longer Human and also in comparably confessional Western literature such as J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, Nisio, Isin sought to adapt such an intimate form to his desperate interest in shinhonkaku style mystery fiction. As we discussed much earlier in this text, shinhonkaku mystery fiction had already developed a particular relationship to the concepts of narration and perspective that was distinct from the Western approach of the golden era of puzzlers. The Watson was more readily given a distinct point of view that complicated their role as the neutral observer and audience surrogate. Nisio’s strongest influences were the shinhonkaku writers who had most strongly tended towards coupling the structure of their mystery plots with the particular features of their characters—namely Natsuhiko Kyoukgoku, Hiroshi Mori, and Ryuusui Seiryouin. Zaregoto was Nisio’s attempt to write a mystery informed by this style with consideration towards a deep sense of existentialism rooted in No Longer Human and similar titles.
There were other contemporaneous examples of existential, confessional mysteries. For example, Tsukumojuuku by Outarou Maijou. In both cases (Zaregoto and Tsukumojuuku), the climate of otaku culture during the early 2000s shaped how these works interacted with the dominant style of existentialism present in Japan as characterised by the framework of sekai-kei fiction. To summarise considerably, all of this context amounts to the conditions that influenced Tsunehiro Uno’s description of Zaregoto as a work within the sekai-kei tradition. As he further explains:
Ii-chan is saturated in the morosity of the 1990s. His morals are of the sekai-kei type, with a non-committal and passive approach to his engagements. … If I might add, … the desire for a broken, beautiful girl, whose process of healing can provide one with an unconditional source of love and meaning, is used to justify the postmodern condition. This is why the action of the Zaregoto series is driven by women, who are the ones made to take initiative and dirty their hands.
If we can summarise the original core of Zaregoto as a series of mysteries structured through the lens of sekai-kei-like pessimistic existentialism, all under the cloak of confessional literature such as No Longer Human, then we must also rightly highlight that the series does not end that way. From Hanging High School onwards, the series introduces a growing array of fantastical elements far outside of the conventional framework of shinhonkaku mystery fiction. By Cannibal Magical, these elements take on equal importance to its status as a mystery. And with Uprooted Radical the mystery disappears altogether. This shift in genre content also aligns with Ii-chan’s dramatic changes as a character over the course of Cannibal Magical and Uprooted Radical. He becomes a proactive agent in the story. And his chief rival in these later arcs is a man, in contrast to the repeated use of female foils in the earlier arcs (firstly ‘Akane Sonoyama’, secondly Mikoko Aoii, thirdly Ichihime Yukariki, and fourth Tomo Kunagisa, ordered respectively). This movement from the original vision of Zaregoto to a largely different kind of story by the final arcs is key to what Uno meant when he claimed that Zaregoto “started as sekai-kei, negated this identity, and ended as shindenki.”
While any comparison between Zaregoto and the shindenki works we have discussed thus far might seem absurd, it is worth having a closer look at the fantastical elements that the series developed over the course of its run. Doing so will clarify much of what drove Uno to describe Zaregoto in these terms. The world of Zaregoto has no concept of geographic stratification of the kind that we have considered as typical of the denki mindset. However, it has a strict and total social stratification that defines every facet of its worldbuilding. Society can be entirely categorised with four modes: the Outer World, the Economical World, the Political World, and the Violent World. The Outer World constitutes the entirety of conventional mundane existence in contemporary society. And the remaining Worlds in turn reflect the three different forms of an exceptional world beyond everyday existence: Zaregoto’s abstraction of all historical forces into personalities that directly embody the economics, politics, and violence of the system calls to mind our earlier refrain that “since it can be so difficult for people to notice the concrete operation of vague historical forces, a new mythological history [has] to meet the moment and explain the present in terms of comprehensible narratives and personalities.”
Within the Economical World, the Political World, and the Violent World, the most important actors are ancient families of note and the institutions that channel their power. For example, the Violent World is dominated by the Killing Names and Cursing Names—the respective set of clans specialised in either direct or indirect methods of murder. (For example, much attention is paid to the Zerozaki clan as one of the greatest of the Killing Names.) The Political World is also in turn dominated by the institutions that act on behalf of powerful families such as the Kunagisa Organisation. Such motifs exhibit an initially unexpected level of comparability between Zaregoto and those other works we have discussed such as Kara no Kyoukai.
It is specifically relevant for our purposes to note that Zaregoto’s transformation which we have noted so far—that is, the movement from a work that combines sekai-kei morality with shinhonkaku mystery plots into a fantastical action series—corresponds with a diegetic restaging of events from the context of the Outer World into the three ‘extraordinary’ contexts of the Economical, Political, and Violent Worlds. In Decapitation Cycle, the central pair of locked room puzzles depend on the implicit assumptions that it would be respectively impossible to leap horizontally across a large paint spill and to leap vertically to a particular window: Such assumptions are easy to accept given the mundane settings that are most common in shinhonkaku mystery works. However, there are numerous characters introduced in the ending arcs of Zaregoto who could probably pull off both of these feats. Indeed, in retrospect, quite a few of these characters should strain our belief in the seeming impossibility of the even more drastic circumstances in Psycho Logical. On the one hand, this makes for the relatively trivial point that introducing fantasy elements tends to push a story away from the conventional rules of whodunit mystery fiction—for straightforwardly practical reasons. But we should not limit our thoughts to the surface of this issue.
It is not just that Zaregoto underwent a trivial genre shift. Instead, Zaregoto embodied a total shift in mindset, where its genre was just one element: In seeking to free its lead character, Ii-chan, from the cynical and pessimistic worldview established in the earlier volumes of the series, Zaregoto necessarily needed to move beyond the framework of a predominantly mundane world. As the opening chapter of the series says:
Essentially, people live in one of two ways. Either they live in awareness of their own worthlessness, or they live in awareness of the worthlessness of the world.
The “sekai-kei morality” referenced by Tsunehiro Uno depends upon a perverse negative correlation between these two poles. That is, you can either accept the world by surrendering to total belief in the self, or you can accept the self by surrendering to the total supremacy of the world. By contrast, denki fiction is premised on the understanding that the value of everyday existence is supported by imagining a dramatic and valuable secret reality that structures the world. On this particular point, the two genres diverge drastically. This can be easily understood by examining Uno’s definition of the term Sekai-kei:
[Sekai-kei is] a series of otaku-type works which remove ‘society’ and ‘nation’ while extending ‘one’s own feelings’ or ‘self-consciousness’ to perceive them on the scope of ‘the world’.
In moving from the mundane to the extraordinary, Zaregoto’s motifs organically came to mirror the comparable interest displayed in the interdependence of the two by denki fiction: To the exclusion of the polarisation preferred by sekai-kei fiction. It is no wonder then that Uno defined the shift from sekai-kei to shindenki in terms of a renewed need to confront the world beyond the self. According to Uno:
Sekai-kei insists that it is a continuation of the morality of the 1990s, which was characterised by an ethos of inaction. … However, sekai-kei, which exists as the corruption of a zeitgeist established in 1995, ironically carved the path to the “decisionism” of the 2000s. … The evolution of Nisio, Isin, who is an entertainer with a good nose for the movement of culture, is directly illustrative of the changing imagination of the past decade.
We must be rightly cautious of the reductionism of Uno’s framework of “decisionism”, but it is certainly true that Zaregoto’s introduction of denki-like motifs is related to its desire to move beyond its original existentialist style—that is, the need for ii-chan to make decisions and act in the world rather than abide by an ‘ethos of inaction’. Of course, as we have already seen, the self is an important subject on its own terms in shindenki fiction. The movement from sekai-kei to shindenki is not as totalising as Uno makes it seem. So, if we discard this straightforward narrative, where does that leave the place of Zaregoto in relation to the wider trends of shindenki fiction?
If we imagine the genre as simply a series of checkboxes that need to be filled, certain titles within the Zaregoto series demonstrate a very contemporary vision of shindenki fiction; Cannibal Magical and Hanging High School come to mind as useful works to consider. Through the motifs we have discussed, the setting of Zaregoto evokes the sense of urban fantasy in a compressed social terrain typical of the genre. Beyond the influence of traditional Japanese fantasy, mystery and otaku culture are both important keystones in the series. And in each of these two novels in particular, there is a strong enough contrast between the mundane rules of conventional society and the extraordinary rules of a secret society to link them to the fundamental stylistic thrust of shindenki. However, the nature of the evolution within the Zaregoto series as identified by Tsunehiro Uno forces us to think of the applicability of this framework in contraindicated directions. The gradations of shindenki variously present in Zaregoto is also demonstrative of why it belies the association in the first place—of why thinking of Zaregoto as similar to Fate/stay night is so faulty. It is not as though Zaregoto transforms into Fate/stay night over time. It is that elements also present in Fate/stay night increasingly form the substance of just one of the many masks that Zaregoto wears over time.
It is for this reason that we should consider an especially radical reading of Uno’s claim that “the evolution of Nisio, Isin, who is an entertainer with a good nose for the movement of culture, is directly illustrative of the changing imagination of the past decade:” We should move beyond the limited context of the single decade that Uno intended.
Exhibit C – Monogatari: All that is solid melts into air
While the Zaregoto series was defining for Nisio, Isin’s early years, as it was both highly successful and arrived as his debut series, its cultural relevance has since been surpassed. Today, Nisio is far more well known for his paranormal mystery stories in the Monogatari series. No small part of this success was helped by its tremendously popular anime adaptation, but the novel series was already very popular prior to its arrival on the screen. In addition, it has been longer-lived than Nisio’s other series and has regularly received additions throughout the breadth of his career. Since they entered into serialisation in 2005, the thirty separate novels penned in the Monogatari series have demonstrated every twist and turn of Nisio’s evolution as a writer. And that evolution can tell us a lot about the broader development of certain literary trends.
Naturally, encapsulating a series of thirty novels at this late juncture is nearly impossible. As a result, we are going to need to keep things general in the name of brevity. Fortunately, we are most concerned with a process of change that is general in its character. Monogatari begun as a series of short stories published in Kodansha’s Mephisto magazine. In relation to Kinoko Nasu, we repeatedly referred to Faust, which is another of Kodansha’s literary magazines: it is worth delving into some of the respective details of these magazines in order to explain their relative statuses. Mephisto is actually older than Faust, having been established almost ten years earlier in 1994. In the 1990s, Japan was in the midst of the shinhonkaku boom in mystery fiction, and Kodansha was at the centre of this vortex. It served as the publisher of notable authors such as Yukito Ayatsuji, Rintarou Norizuki, Natsuhiko Kyougoku, and Hiroshi Mori—all under Kodansha’s Third Publishing Department headed by Hideo Uyama. Mephisto was established by Uyama and the other editors of Kodansha to bring attention to the exciting young genre fiction authors they were publishing in this context. Faust was established almost a decade later by Uyama’s direct successor, Katsushi Oota. Of course, Mephisto continued to exist, and this successor magazine was never intended as a replacement. Instead, it could compliment Mephisto by providing an alternate avenue for the works that overlapped most closely with the rising world of anime and manga instead of the traditionally literary universe of Mephisto.
This all means that when we say something is published in Mephisto, it is a comparable concept to being published in Faust, even if not strictly identical. The type of author who is attracted to Mephisto would have appeal with the readers of Faust, and vice versa. The difference is, to overgeneralise, that Mephisto’s audience is less counter-cultural. In the case of Nisio, Isin, he was largely free to jump between either option. His debut novel, Decapitation Cycle, won the Mephisto Prize. This prize was the award for debut authors that interested the editorial staff of Mephisto. A key player on this editorial staff was the aforementioned Katsushi Oota, who served as the head editor for Faust. (As an interesting piece of trivia; given Oota’s very hands-on control of Faust, he is by far the most likely culprit behind the editorial that coined the term shindenki, even if the article had no strict byline.) This close connection between the two magazines means that it should come as no surprise that Nisio had stories published in both prior to Monogatari: For example, his novel Our Broken World was originally introduced as a serialisation in Mephisto, and the first volume of his Shinhonkaku Magical Girl Risuka series was serialised in Faust in turn.
This context is useful when interpreting the early stories of Monogatari—specifically Bakemonogatari. The arcs from Bakemonogatari that were published in Mephisto were Hitagi Crab, Mayoi Snail, and Suruga Monkey. Each of these are magazine length stories that have fairly self-contained narratives and thematic developments. This is in contrast to the introduction of longer-running story elements once the series shifted to the medium of the novel. In specific, they most closely follow the boy-saves-girl format that has obtained a misnomered recognisability as the ‘standard’ format of a Monogatari arc: In reality, the series only uses this format sparingly beyond these early arcs. In each of the serialised arcs of Bakemonogatari, the protagonist, Koyomi Araragi, encounters a new girl who is haunted by a specific supernatural apparition, and helps them solve the haunting. Each magical oddity closely reflects the psychological baggage of the heroine’s specific backstory, and the process of ‘solving’ the incident necessitates Koyomi coming to understand this psychological dimension. This always requires the help of the detective character, Meme Oshino.
Oshino already understands the problem and its cause as soon as he enters each story. Because the oddities of Monogatari are direct representations of psychological states of mind, an expert on the supernatural is capable of immediately deducing the psychology of a victim based on the nature of the oddity that appears. In fact, during these earlier stories, the metaphysical nature of oddities is somewhat ambiguous; there is an allegorical nature to the oddities where they seem to exist purely as embodiments of the characters, and their existence is circularly predicated on belief in their existence. Despite Oshino already possessing the knowledge to ‘solve’ the case from the beginning, these arcs still take on the format of a mystery story. Koyomi is only lightly guided by Oshino, and must independently learn to understand the psychology of the heroine in question so that he can understand the nature of the oddity.
This way of structuring a supernatural mystery shows clear inspiration from the works of Natsuhiko Kyougoku. More particularly, in Kyougoku’s Hyakki Yagyou mystery novel series, he innovated the detection style of Tsukimono-Otoshi. Tsukimono-Otoshi—literally translatable as “possession”—refers to the process of logical reasoning used by the series detective Akihiko Chuuzenji to solve the crimes in the series. Chuuzenji does not solve crimes using fingerprints, physical evidence, or decisive clues related to alibis or locked rooms—although those elements are still present to allow the audience to keep up with Chuuzenji. Instead, Chuuzenji compares the psychological behaviour of the characters to the myths and folklore of Japanese Onmyoudou. Since folklore is reasoned to be derived from eternal tendencies in human psychology, Chuuzenji is able to understand the archetypal nature of certain behaviours via analogies to such folklore. As a result, he is able to deduce which kinds of ‘demons’ are ‘possessing’ the witnesses, and therefore reason his way around any narrative tricks or locked rooms. Putting it another way, a Hyakki Yagyou novel presents an unapproachable and complex locked room puzzle, and then provides a shortcut to the solution that can only be understood via esoteric folklore and Japanese mythology.
Nisio’s approach to Bakemonogatari heavily borrows from this format. His other major inspiration was the episodic supernatural adventure manga xxxHolic, created by the manga circle CLAMP. In the Hyakki Yagyou series, there is no such thing as the supernatural, and folklore is used as a rubric to understand mundane crimes committed using conventional human means. In xxxHolic, the supernatural is real, and the episodic encounters with the supernatural are used as a vehicle to engage fairly lightheartedly with a wide range of genres including comedy, romance, mystery, and drama. Bakemonogatari, to speak in broad terms, combines this versatility and fantastical worldbuilding with a rigorous puzzle mystery structure that uses the same skeleton as Kyougoku’s works. The sensibilities Bakemonogatari brings to this format from its manga influences are rather suitable for the brisk pace of a short story anthology, as opposed to the thousand-page behemoths written by Kyougoku that saturate the audience in the minutiae of history, myth, legend, and psychology.
The original stories of Bakemonogatari introduced a new heroine in each arc, presented self-contained mysteries, and stuck to a precise structure. This format is calibrated pretty well towards serialisation in Mephisto. It borrows from well understood mystery structures—specifically including one associated with an author already published by Kodansha—to tell stories that mix an allegorical and literary feeling with contemporary pop sensibilities. A reader who encountered any of the three stories, and in any order, would find something which could be understood on its own terms and that bridged the appeal of a conventional mystery structure with the free use of fantastical genres by younger authors. Of course, Monogatari did not stay as a series of self-contained short stories. The Monogatari of the present is a novel series with multi-volume storylines, similarly long-running character arcs, no narrowly defined sense of genre, and unrestrained allusions to otaku culture.
The first full-novel story arc to depart from the short story format of Bakemonogatari was Koyomi Vamp, which is a backstory arc released in Kizumonogatari as the third novel of the series. The structure of Kizumonogatari is particularly notable for how it facilitated the perception on the part of critics such as Tsunehiro Uno that Nisio is a shindenki author. The Koyomi Araragi of Bakemonogatari is a vampire with significant existing involvement in the world of the supernatural; he serves as a kind of guide to the heroines who are unfamiliar with the details of that world. But as a prequel to the series, Kizumonogatari begins with an ignorant Koyomi who has no such powers, and depicts his original encounters with the supernatural. The structure of the novel is predominantly an urban fantasy rather than the rigidly structured mysteries of Bakemonogatari, and shows someone dissatisfied with their mundane daily existence becoming enmeshed in the secret magical underbelly of contemporary society. It is natural that such a story would be interpreted in a similar context to Kinoko Nasu, who had also adapted elements of shinhonkaku mystery fiction to an urban fantasy setting. Kizumonogatari even offers some novel innovations on this genre: The one who is dragged into the world of the supernatural in order to find excitement beyond the everyday reality of city life is not the main protagonist Koyomi, but the heroine Tsubasa Hanekawa. Koyomi’s motivations are more of a directionless nihilism and suicidality that are channelled into a self-destructive hero complex. Koyomi has no desire to live in the world of the supernatural from the start, and much of the plot is driven by his desperate attempt to return to his normal life.
If the Monogatari series was limited to just these initial short stories and their novel-length prequel, it would be simple enough to separate its entries into some fairly coherent boxes. The initial short stories, which combined shinhonkaku mysteries with an urban fantasy supernatural setting, could be read as a genre-blending effort in the context of the same zeitgeist as the other shindenki works we have considered thus far. And had the series ended at Kizumonogatari, it could be seen as using a more thoroughly fantastical story to provide climactic action set-pieces that punctuate the conclusion of this low-intensity mystery series. But of course, the series kept going long beyond this point. Across its many novels, the Monogatari series has tended to be released in short bursts known as Seasons. These are, as of writing: First Season, Second Season, Final Season, Off Season, Monster Season, and Family Season. And throughout each of these Seasons, Nisio has experimented with a number of different formats and genres that stand far apart from the conventions established by Bakemongoatari and Kizumonogatari. In Second Season, other narrators take the stage such as Tsubasa Hanekawa in Nekomonogatari (White) and Nadeko Sengoku in Otorimonogatari. And some of these novels feature genres and structures that only appear for single arcs, such as the time travel adventure of Kabukimonogatari or the slow meditative pace of Hanamonogatari. And other such changes continue in subsequent Seasons, with new narrators and new formats always being introduced: A completely traditional locked room mystery with no supernatural elements appears in Owarimonogatari (Part One), only to be followed up by an arc filled with supernatural action setpieces in Owarimonogatari (Part Two).
The Monogatari series does not content itself with any one genre classification or tone. It seems as though any kind of novel can belong in the series so long as it shares some of the overarching characters and setting. This makes quite a bit of sense when seen in the context of Nisio, Isin’s wider career: The almost two decades worth of Monogatari novels that have been released have been accompanied by dozens of other novels by Nisio in all sorts of other genres, from the traditional puzzler mysteries of the Forgetful Detective series to the battle royale action series Zodiac Wars. The Monogatari series simply followed along with these ephemerally shifting focuses and interests. Any given idea for a novel could be and was made to work in a Monogatari novel. This has meant that the series has been able to repeatedly return despite apparently reaching the nominal end of its overriding narrative several times. So, what then defines a Monogatari novel if not its genre content? The answer can be found in certain stylistic trappings that are expected of one. Regardless of the narrator, and regardless of the underlying events of the plot, a Monogatari arc is expected to engage in diversionary dialogue tangents filled with meta comedy, word play, and pop culture references. These dialogues can be utterly removed from the immediate problems of the characters and can extend for several pages at a time.
This tendency is challenging to separate from the identity of Nisio, Isin as an author. Nisio’s reputation in general depends on his tendency for long dialogue tangents, word play, and meta comedy. However, there is a circular quality to this reputation insomuch as the reputation is itself premised on the ubiquity of the Monogatari series: The presence of this style of dialogue does vary between his other novels, even if they are undeniably a common motif. But it is nonetheless interesting how a series that started with a fairly concrete narrative structure and genre identity, rooted in particular influences, has slowly evolved into being primarily defined by its particular characters and the minute stylistic flourishes of its author.
In the context of its immediate release, the early stages of the Monogatari series seemed to validate the hypothesis that Nisio, Isin was another writer like Kinoko Nasu, whose stories could be captured by an analysis of the evolving interest in urban fantasy on the part of those authors who grew up in the generation that read shinhonkaku mystery fiction. However, over the course of its development, the expectations that shaped the series turned out to be rather different. All of these initial influences melted away as the series became defined by its recurring characters and the idiosyncratic habits of its author. The content and structure that led to its original existence are now optional. This is a rather interesting development precisely because of the history of Kinoko Nasu’s Fate/ series that we summarised earlier in this text.
When Faust prophesied an oncoming shindenki movement, they based this assessment on the shared genre elements that connected various popular works in a particular literary space. However, when the contemporaneous breakout success of Fate/stay night resulted in numerous sequels and spinoffs, these subsequent stories slowly did away with the genre elements identified by Faust in favour of recurring details in their setting and characters. Whether it is a magical girl story, a science fiction adventure, or an historical drama, a story can be Fate/ so long as it has Saber. The key difference between this tendency and the evolution of the Monogatari series by Nisio is that the Monogatari series has been exclusively penned by a single author, whereas Fate/ has ballooned into a multi-author multimedia franchise. Therefore, even if they are comparable phenomena, we cannot attribute the evolution of Fate/ to the flexibility of a single individual in the manner of Tsunehiro Uno’s invocation of “the evolution of Nisio, Isin, who is an entertainer with a good nose for the movement of culture.” Uno’s implicit assumption in this analysis is that Nisio’s evolution was simply a quick and decisive adaptation from one zeitgeist to the next. This assumption is rooted in the limited timeframe of his analysis, where the culture seemed to have cleanly shifted from one preferred genre to another. However, subsequent events cast doubt on this mindset. The evolution of shindenki works that we have considered in this text has been an uneven process, often adopting ideas in one work in isolation only to abandon them in the next. In addition, the apparently dead genre of sekai-kei referenced by Uno has since made a major comeback via works such as Makoto Shinkai’s Your Name and Hideaki Anno’s Shin Godzilla and Rebuild of Evangelion (when Uno wrote his analysis, Rebuild of Evangelion was still possible to perceive as a series of remake films). The character of change itself seems different than assumed by Uno, and as demonstrated by the case of the Fate/ series, this difference cannot be understood in terms of the habits of single authors.
Conclusion
The work of Kinoko Nasu in the age of mechanical consumption 
One
The nature of history is that it is always in its infancy. Each snapshot of a moment contains the seed of what will follow from it. The future seemingly unfolds as a natural consequence of the present. As Plato attributes to Socrates as paraphrasing Heraclitus (the Dialogues are silly like that), “all things flow and nothing stands; … things are in motion and nothing at rest; … [and] you cannot go into the same water twice.” That is, change is the only constant. This much is pithy but not all that substantial. The more challenging task is operating analytically in a world where nothing is ever definite and final. Even a thorough account of everything of importance needed to explain the world at each given time runs the risk of leading you astray as soon as it encounters the future with its reconfiguration of an existing reality into another. The present always turns into the past, but that capacity for change is exactly why our estimations based on the present are so brittle next to the inevitable crystallisation of the future. On the subject of reading past poetry, Walter Benjamin said:
It is, to be sure, tempting to pursue the ‘matter in itself’. … It offers itself in profusion. The sources flow to one’s heart’s content, and there they converge to form the stream of tradition; this stream flows along as far as the eye can reach between well-laid-out slopes. Historical materialism is not diverted by this spectacle. It does not seek the reflection of the clouds in this stream, but it also does not turn away from the stream to drink ‘from the source’ and pursue the ‘matter itself’ behind men’s backs. Whose mills does this stream activate? Who is utilizing its power? Who dammed it? These are the questions which historical materialism asks, and it changes the picture of the landscape by naming the forces which have been operative in it.
This seems like a complicated process, and it is. Is there not a more direct, a more decisive one? Why not simply confront the poet … with present-day society and answer the question as to what he has to say to this society’s progressive cadres by referring to his works—without, to be sure, ignoring the question whether he has anything to say to them at all?
Throughout this text we have skirted to-and-fro across various tangents with a seemingly paranoid aversion to landing on a single concrete point. But this scenic path was necessary in order to respond to such problems of analysis: In order to free ourselves from the limits of a given moment, we need to consider the variously disconnected forces whose tensions constitute that moment. It is only through a process of analytic montage that we can take in the stream in its full processes—without being distracted by the various slopes that accompany the stream, and without taking its original source as the thing in itself. Failing to do so leads straight to the ever-present crisis of historicism that has always doggedly pursued literary criticism. As Gore Vidal said of the issue:
It is a rare and lucky physician who can predict accurately at birth whether a child is to become a dwarf or a giant or an ordinary adult, since most babies look alike and the curious arrangements of chromosomes which govern stature are inscrutable and do not yield their secret order even to the shrewdest eye. Time alone gives definition. Nevertheless, interested readers and writers, like anxious parents and midwives, forever speculate upon the direction and meaning of current literary trends, and professional commentators with grave authority make analyses which the briefest interval often declares invalid. But despite their long historic record of bad guesses, bookish men continue to make judgments, and the recorded derelictions of taste and the erratic judgments of earlier times tend only to confirm in them a sense of complacency: they are not we, and did not know; we know.
Theories of culture, when we are not careful, tend to slip through our fingers like fine grains of sand and never be seen again. The moderately schizophrenic tract we have taken throughout our analysis was intended as a stopgap measure against this. Such an approach is doubly necessary exactly because Faust, in their original reaction to the work of Kinoko Nasu, fell into this kind of trap. What does the above quote from Vidal bring to mind if not Faust’s enthusiasm for a shindenki movement? Then, is it my intention to claim that there was never a shindenki movement? Absolutely not. The arrival of shindenki is a single small creek: this creek exists, but exactly as the embodiment of a total system of rivers and lakes.
Two
What is art? According to Viktor Shklovsky:
This thing we call art exists in order to restore the sensation of life, in order to make us feel things, in order to make a stone stony. The goal of art is to create the sensation of seeing, and not merely recognizing, things; the device of art is the ‘defamiliarization’ of things and the complication of the form, which increases the duration and complexity of perception, as the process of perception is, in art, an end in itself and must be prolonged. Art is the means to live through the making of a thing; what has been made does not matter in art.
Each human being experiences life according to their own circumstances. In order to revisit any particular experience, the natural methods at hand for a person are their own memories and recognition. But how can you express this to another person? How is one to communicate something as ephemeral as a memory? If someone wanted another person to experience the beauty of a waterfall, the simplest tool at their disposal would be to simply direct them to the waterfall and point at it. But what if the waterfall in question was inaccessible? What if it were far away, or only existed in the past? Or more troublingly, what if the beauty was in something particular and inexplicable about the waterfall in the eye of the beholder? In that circumstance, the only way to express an experience is to reproduce it. This can be done using a medium such as speech, music, visual art, or the written word. From a grand landscape to an evocative sound to an abstract philosophical thought, humans have a process at hand to express their experiences. This process, which renders human experiences in a manner where they can be perceived freshly, is art.
Three
The most obvious aspiration of art is realism. If a work of art were realistic in a complete and perfect sense, reproducing the essential nature of life would be trivial. The problem is that life is also far too complex and varied for an idea as inexact as realism to mean any one thing. In fact, realism can mean just about anything. And if it means anything, it also means nothing. As S. S. Van Dine put it, “the problems of art, like those of life itself, are in the main unsolvable.” Yet, no matter how impossible the task, humans will struggle at it endlessly. Even as the concept of realism is so faulty as to be nearly useless, there is no surrendering the dream of capturing reality within the work of art.
Coinciding with the arrival of modern literature—that is, the novel—reality seemed to be most vividly developed in the conscious thoughts of the individual. This notion emerged in a fractured form throughout various literary schools. The Romantics, in the shadow of their forefather Jean-Jacques Rousseau, believed that reality was something felt in the inner passions of each person. The Naturalists thought that reality was something to be objectively observed in the outside world. Despite this seeming opposition, neither disputed that the task of the novel was to describe reality. And more to the point, they were both concerned with the individual—as the observed and observer respectively. Souseki Natsume explained this like so:
Because the two schools have different names, some people assume that they are in fierce opposition, that the Romantic School and the Naturalist School glare at each other from within sturdy fortifications and across deep moats. But in reality it is only the names which are contending with each other, content passes back and forth freely between the two schools and there is a great deal of commingling. We can expect this to give rise to some works which, depending on the reader’s viewpoint or interpretation, could be considered Naturalist as well as Romantic. Even if one tried to draw a firm line between the two schools, countless mutations would emerge out of the grey zone between the perfect objectivity attributed to the Naturalists and the perfect subjectivity of the Romantics. Each of these strains would combine with other strains to produce new breeds, which would in turn produce a second order of changes, until ultimately it would be impossible to distinguish the Romantic from the Naturalist.
Whether it is understood through the vehicle of thoughts or senses, the experience of living as a modern individual is a central motif of the novel. Reality in this sense is not something to wrestle with in the abstract. A novel uses the words on its pages and the images it conjures to translate the sensations of existing in a time and place. The task of an author in such a novel is to communicate what it is like to exist as another kind of person: What do they think? What do they feel? What do they see? What do they hear? Even the famous master of realism Honoré de Balzac uses his powers of description to invite the audience to imagine themselves as omniscient enough to see the world through the perspective of anyone—as opposed to no one.
Kiyoshi Kasai said of modern literature:
In modern literature, characters are privileged over and above the other elements of a novel such as themes, plotting, and prose. This is an inevitable goal for art that seeks to faithfully represent modern human lives. … What chiefly matters is the character as a representation of the author and the authenticity of their inner emotions.
But why? And what separates this kind of novel from earlier forms of literature? These questions are in fact closely linked. Literature, like all forms of art, has always been concerned with producing and communicating experiences. The difference is that the audience of art in the classical sense had an immediacy to their sense of the origin of experiences. The experience as the work of art itself was the point. A war story in pre-modernity did not exist to translate a life which experiences death and destruction before the audience, it existed to translate the experience of death and destruction into a slice of the life of the audience. These two concepts are close and yet distinct: A key word to consider here is ‘authenticity’. The original notion of literature does not need to concern itself with a sense of authentic personhood behind the experience (authentic—that is, credible, rather than strictly literally real). This is because authenticity was contained within the work of art itself. By contrast, modern literature requires a sensation of a person beyond the audience who is communicating the experience. It requires an external source for the authenticity—the sincerity; the soul—of the life that it seeks to reproduce: It requires an author.
Walter Benjamin described life in the emerging metropolises of the 19th century in the following terms:
For the private citizen, for the first time the living-space became distinguished from the place of work. The former constituted itself as the interior. The office was its complement. … From this sprang the phantasmagorias of the interior. This represented the universe for the private citizen. In it he assembled the distant in space and in time. His drawing-room was a box in the world-theatre.
… The allegorist’s gaze which falls upon the city is rather the gaze of alienated man. It is the gaze of the flâneur [urban wanderer], whose way of living still bestowed a conciliatory gleam over the growing destitution of men in the great city. The flâneur still stood at the margin, of the great city as of the bourgeois class. Neither of them had yet overwhelmed him. In neither of them was he at home. He sought his asylum in the crowd. Early contributions to the physiognomy of the crowd are to be found in Engels and in Poe. The crowd was the veil from behind which the familiar city as phantasmagoria beckoned to the flâneur. In it, the city was now landscape, now a room.
… The flâneur only seems to break through this ‘unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest’ by filling the hollow space created in him by such isolation, with the borrowed—and fictitious—isolations of strangers.
As is often the case with Benjamin, he captures the essence of the problem, but communicates it indirectly through poetic allusions. The distinctions between classic and modern literature as we have described them was never a matter of mystical or spiritual differences between the people who lived in different eras, but the gradual accumulation of concrete differences in how they lived their lives. In what we think of as pre-modern history, the gap between the public and private was more stark—more absolute. The private realm was associated with the immediate family, clan, or community; contact with strangers only took place by stepping out into an explicitly public realm. This division was naturalised through technology, economics, and politics: The great mass of people lived in disparate agricultural communities, where a ‘stranger’ was totally exterior to their daily existence. According to the British Library, “in the Middle Ages, the majority of the population lived in the countryside, and some 85 percent of the population could be described as peasants.” As a result, communicative activities such as literature reached others in the context of the public sphere of life, and activated emotional responses that were commensurate with its place in this public. It is no wonder that the friend of Benjamin and fellow philosopher Hannah Arendt described the ancient world like so:
What concerns us in this context is the extraordinary difficulty with which we, because of this development, understand the decisive division between the public and private realms, between the sphere of the polis and the sphere of household and family, and, finally, between activities related to a common world and those related to the maintenance of life, a division upon which all ancient political thought rested as self-evident and axiomatic. In our understanding, the dividing line is entirely blurred, because we see the body of peoples and political communities in the image of a family whose everyday affairs have to be taken care of by a gigantic, nation-wide administration of housekeeping.
This is all to say that this transformation from pre-modern to modern reality is not a vague or intangible idea, but the natural consequence of the material changes in the circumstances that configured the lives of people and the shape of their societies. More concretely, the reformulation of a geographically disconnected, agrarian existence into a centralised, bureaucratised, capitalistic, and increasingly urban existence. Our consciousness of strangers and the fact of their own private lives became unavoidable. As Benjamin alluded to, the city is a space that endlessly insists upon this reality. And even beyond the city, the rapid proliferation of communication technology across modern history, from the printing press to television, as well as the emergence of semi-public places of work and existence such as the factory or office, has transformed our understanding of what it means to live ‘privately’. The private life of a stranger is not some far off foreign mystery whose origin is entirely abstract, it is an inevitability which hides behind the anonymous faces of thousands of fellow citizens. Or as Benjamin put it earlier, “the crowd was the veil from behind which the familiar city as phantasmagoria beckoned to the flâneur. In it, the city was now landscape, now a room.”
The meaning of modern literature can be captured rather neatly in this equivalence between the landscape and the room. It represents the total overlapping of the private and the public. And even further than this, the pre-modern frame of mind sees a different kind of landscape in a story such as the Iliad than is natural to the modern mind. For the former, it is a story that constructs the Trojan War as a public phenomenon—a landscape that the audience exists within rather than witnessing from a separate fixed point. By contrast, a modern landscape is an accumulation of private rooms, of individual fixed points. The modern frame of mind generates a pervasive consciousness of the Trojan War as filled with individual people, and a desire to understand their interior spaces—the naked faces behind their anonymity.
The only kind of literature that suits such a society is the kind defined by a private person—the reader—engaging with art in order to understand the thoughts and perspective of another private person—the author. The novel has been a compelling vehicle for such a philosophy of art. Realism in the novel is often defined by the ability of the author to capture reality as they see it and as they think it, and to use words to transport the audience into such private experiences. Therefore, just as Kiyoshi Kasai intuited, the essence of realism in the modern novel is the use of characters, as both subject and object, to construct the world from the accumulated perspectives of individuals.
Four
Walter Benjamin’s most comprehensive study of the maturation of European modern literature in the 19th century was focused, of all things, on an inventory of the production inputs that went into the architecture and entertainment of Paris—the cultural capital of that time. For example, his examination reads in part that:
Most of the Paris arcades came into being during the decade and a half which followed 1822. The first condition of their emergence was the boom in the textile trade. The magasins de nouveauté [novelty stores], the first establishments that kept large stocks of goods on the premises, began to appear. They were the forerunners of the department stores. … The beginnings of construction in iron constituted the second condition for the appearance of the arcades. … The technical absolutism that is fundamental to iron construction—and fundamental merely on account of the material itself—becomes apparent to anyone who recognises the extent to which it contrasts with traditional concepts of the value and utility of building materials. … Alongside the theoretical battles were ongoing practical struggles with materials.
Benjamin’s intention with the seeming tangentiality of this issue was to tell the story of culture by way of the practical, material objects that shaped people in their ways of living—and their ways of thought. After all, the way that people live and the ways that they think and see are deeply related. It is no wonder Benjamin also said that “just as the entire mode of existence of human collectives changes over long historical periods, so too does their mode of perception. The way in which human perception is organised—the medium in which it occurs—is conditioned not only by nature but by history.”
In much the same way, our attempt to understand Japanese subculture has highlighted that the changing attitudes represented by evolving artistic expressions were not just an abstract shifting of ideas. The development of different modes of thinking also corresponded to the evolution of Japan from somewhere that looked like this (1865):
[image: ]
Into somewhere that looked like this (1930s):
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Into somewhere that looks like this (1955):
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And finally, into somewhere that looks like this (today):
[image: ]
That this transformation took place with such speed that one person could live to see it through to its conclusion must be an explicit factor in any conclusions we reach.
Five
Tsunehiro Uno was intrigued by the nature of shindenki stories exactly because they captured the extremity of Japan’s modernisation. Or more precisely, because they represented historical developments further along than the ‘old imagination’ of prior artistic movements within Japan’s path to modernisation. Uno’s analysis was in reaction to the rapid ascent and decline of three major literary ‘movements’ over the prior few decades. First there was the original boom in denki during the 1980s, and then shinhonkaku mysteries cast this trend aside and captured the imagination of the public and critics, and then sekai-kei style stories were given considerable attention in the post-Evangelion environment. This pattern primed critics to see the rise of any new story forms as a response to the changing character of Japan’s modernisation over the course of its fast-paced history. As Uno said of his intentions:
It is a cliché, but the transformation of the world under the shadow of  9/11 and the Koizumi government since 2001 had a startling impact on the imagination that generates our stories. … By reflecting on such stories, we can examine the shifts in our world and their underlying mechanisms. … Critics have been left behind by the changing circumstances of our world since 2001, and have been trapped within the same frameworks for over a decade, … on one side lies the old imagination of the world between 1995 and 2001, and on the other we have a contemporary imagination which has grown to symbolise the world after 2001.
Under this mode of thought, culture strolls along a road laid out for it by the progression of history. And at the critical junctures where major events send history barrelling down a new direction, culture makes a corresponding about-face to follow along this new path. The danger of this kind of implicit teleology was already explained by Benjamin in his description of the “sources [that] flow to one’s heart’s content, and there they converge to form the stream of tradition; this stream flows along as far as the eye can reach between well-laid-out slopes.” An understanding of culture that operates on the level of the twists and turns of its linear journey will, as they say, miss the forest for the trees—to add a third mixed metaphor to this paragraph. In more literal terms, the rise and fall of momentary trends is the wrong frame of reference for understanding such phenomena. Instead, we should be concerned with the fuller processes that shape the forces of history into a narrative that we label as cultural progression or change.
Six
Japan is a society that ‘Westernised’ and modernised in fast-forward. Firstly in the sense of the imperial era born from the Meiji Restoration, and secondly in the sense of the era of Western capitalism imposed on it by the post-war geopolitical settlement. Fredric Jameson articulated this phenomenon similarly, saying:
I take it that any reflection on modernity—it is a little like the question about the self, or better still, about the nature of language, when you are inside it and cannot be expected to imagine anything which is outside—has known three renewals, three moments of an intense and speculative questioning. … In Japan these three stages, separated in the West by two hundred years, have been compressed into a century. … It is indeed well known in the sciences how the “outsider principle” explains the capacity of non-card-carrying unprofessional tourists and visitors-to-a-given-discipline to deduce impending fundamental paradigm shifts; … it is as though that great laboratory experiment which was the modernization of Japan allows us to see the features of our own development in slow motion, in a new kind of form.
Quite so. It is therefore not a surprise that a genre such as denki, which builds on the mythological traditions of pre-modern Japan and reuses them for its own modern intentions, is so exactly concerned with the transformation of a disparate rural society into a centralised urban empire. In the context of a culture that was suddenly drafted into the frontlines of world history, it is a genre that makes the unfolding of history and its consequences into a natural subject. This sensitivity to its current moment certainly gives it a compelling sense of timeliness. But it is also a fragile specimen, and easily smashed when exposed to any sudden changes. Put another way, any story whose vision of reality is so deeply enmeshed in the relationship between its present and its past will quickly become an artefact of mere nostalgia rather than a vehicle for sustained cultural salience.
Denki stories depict a fantasy where such rapid changes to society are merely camouflage for the ‘real’ order of the world, which is played by the old comprehensible rules. It responds to the speed with which Japan transformed; first from a decentralised clan-based order into an imperial empire, and then from this empire into a consumer-driven capitalist society. To be sure, there is a kind of political conservatism implicit in this nostalgia. But more particularly, it is about reconciling the past and the present for the sake of those living in that present. Denki is not pure historical fiction after all. It does not expect the audience to linger in the past per se. Rather, it offers the present in an altered, fantastical form that suits those who are bewildered by the pace of change entailed by modernisation. It waters down the present for the sake of those who are taking their time in moving on from the past.
It is no mistake that such art does this by putting a human face on the political drama of modernisation. Above all, culture is a deeply interrelated beast. Denki is a form of social storytelling that concerns itself with motifs and themes on the scale of the whole society. But it does so with a particular tendency to simplify that society into traditional forms of the family, clan, and community. That is, denki restructures society into a nostalgic form to contrast with the modern social reality of a boundless mass of faceless strangers. Such stories may have a number of important characters or a relatively narrow slice of central characters. But in either case, the ambiguity of Japan’s directionless post-war democratic capitalism is made legible through the motivations and actions of a series of characters whose internal lives can be revealed in a novelistic form. Denki, in a phrase, transforms modern history into an accumulation of character arcs.
Seven
The shift from denki to shindenki fiction that we discussed in the first half of this text was one where these central tendencies remained intact, even if they were reformulated for a new context that no longer corresponded to the nostalgia of the immediate post-war world. Shindenki, as typified by an author such as Kinoko Nasu, is still interested in the cultural consequences of centralisation, urbanisation, and modernisation. In fact, the intensity of these forces is even more stark: It is just that shindenki also admits a kind of defeat. There is no longer an echo of old Japan lurking in the periphery beyond the city, for the city and the modernity it represents became ubiquitous and inescapable. And so the city becomes a universal object, seen in everything no matter where one looks.
This new perspective reflected the maturation of this century-long process of Japanese modernisation. The denki of the 1980s corresponded to the last gasp of nostalgia in a society that was conscious of its imperial past. This era was inherently contradictory: Driven by a booming electronics sector, Japan’s capitalist economy developed to the point where it challenged the United States in per capita income. However, Japan was also conscious of its past as an independent imperial power. The pace of social change was faster than the corresponding turnover of generations. Fiction was a space where such contradictory forces could be toyed with freely. But at the close of the 1980s, a new decade arrived where the fully post-war generations took their place in society. Japan’s economy was still large, but it was also stagnant. The dominant sense was not the blistering pace of change, but instead Japan joined other ‘Westernised’ countries in having an immovable but stable system under the rubric of what is sometimes termed ‘late capitalism’ or ‘advanced capitalism’—or most accurately, post-industrial capitalism (Daniel Bell). Japan was no longer a society in transition, pulled at from both sides by an imperial past and a capitalist future. It was simply stuck in the mud. Our portrait of the works of Kinoko Nasu demonstrates the distinct features of art that emerged in the context of this mature post-industrial capitalism.
This portrait includes a radical reformulation of the fundamental motifs of modernity that were already present in denki fiction. However, shindenki’s portrait of modern life is distinguished by a sense of compression. The broad geography of old denki captured the intrusion of modernity on a large and decentralised empire which was wrapped in pre-modern traditions. But in shindenki, the scope of the world falls within the range of a homogenised, ubiquitous city-scape. And this world is witnessed from the perspective of a limited set of characters—often a single key narrator. In other words, the world of shindenki feels shrunken, reflecting an abundant feeling of same-ness. For a Japan that moved beyond its transitional post-war period into a mature capitalism, shindenki correspondingly took the logic of modernity within denki to its mature extreme. It is a genre typified by society-level themes such as history and politics, but compressed down into the perspective of individuals living a truly modern existence; this form of denki is an impressive reflection of Benjamin’s claim that “the city was now landscape, now a room.”
Eight
The landscape/room of the city changed considerably in the time between the 19th century Paris that transfixed Walter Benjamin and the contemporary Tokyo whose image reigns over shindenki fiction. The nature of this separation is best embodied by the intervening intensification of communication technology. As we have all recently witnessed, Benjamin’s observation that “for the first time the living-space became distinguished from the place of work” only took a few short years to undo itself under the combined force of the network economy and a worldwide pandemic. We did not arrive in this place all at once: During the Napoleonic Wars a mere two centuries ago, orders were still transmitted via paper on horseback; by the time of the American Civil War, electronic telegrams were used to relay messages across the nation; during the First World War, telephone lines allowed commanders in the trenches to verbally communicate with one another across vast distances in real time, and even occasionally contact the home front; the Gulf War was broadcast live on CNN; the current Ukraine War has been coordinated by soldiers with smartphones, which they have used to control drones and broadcast their actions on Telegram.
At the mid-point of these developments, Marshall McLuhan said:
All media are extensions of some human faculty—psychic or physical. … The electro-magnetic discoveries have recreated the simultaneous “field” in all human affairs so that the human family now exists under conditions of a “global village.”
This enlargement of human senses, Benjamin’s anonymous masses, the rise of novelistic conceptions of realism, and shindenki’s compressed social space are all homologous—of the same origin. This origin lies within Benjamin’s “way in which human perception is organised—the medium in which it occurs:” A viscous cultural mass that emerges from the material ‘mode of existence’, like amino acids forming atop primordial bedrock. As a general matter, the developments of such mediums of thought have tended in the direction of reifying social forms. Art has been at the frontlines of this tendency through drawing, writing, and architecture. The same is true of money as a reification of social value.
Throughout history, the private person started to intrude on the public space in proportion to the emergence of mediums that broadened their mode of perception. A highly visible moment in this story was the Gutenberg revolution, which was when innovations in the printing press during the 15th century led to an explosion of books throughout Europe and altered the fundamental meaning of reading and writing. Around the same time, the development of multi-sail carracks drove an economic metamorphosis within the concept of cross-continental trade and travel—and accidentally led to the colonisation of the Americas by Europeans.
Cultural modernisation is, in a phrase, symptomatic of the private person existing in public. Or most accurately, reflective of how the intrusion of the private into the public allows us to see our own private selves as a position within a public space. When the private and public are truly divided, the individual does not witness the public, they simply are either in or out of the public. Therein we can see the shift to a world where human senses are enlarged, faceless strangers surround us, art exists to express the private, and the public or social seems to always be melting away. Referring to this positioning of the self within a public space as the ideology of “landscape,” Koujin Karatani explained that:
The theme of the exploration of the modern self, however diverse its articulations, dominates discussions of modern Japanese literature. Yet it is laughable to speak of this modern self as if it were purely a mental or psychological phenomenon. For this modern self is rooted in materiality and comes into existence—if I may put it this way—only by being established as a system. …
To treat the psychological as an autonomous sphere, as the science of psychology does, is an historical, not a timeless, phenomenon. The most significant development in the third decade of the Meiji period was rather the consolidation of modern systems and the emergence of “landscape,” not so much as a phenomenon contesting such systems, but as itself a system. … In the very moment when we become capable of perceiving landscape, it appears to us as if it had been there, outside of us, from the start.
That Karatani uses the word landscape to describe this phenomenon is rather apt; Benjamin also used the word landscape, combining it with the word room to characterise the form of the space that modern people see in the city. This parallel helps us clarify the less intuitive dynamics of the system: Why is it that placing the private self within the public sphere intensifies a psychological sense of the self rather than dampening it? It is rather like a deep-sea oil leak. When undersea oil reserves are under the sea floor, it is impossible to spot them from the surface. But when a crack appears, allowing the oil to mix with the sea water, fully intact bubbles of oil will float to the surface, allowing one to see what was hidden underneath the whole time. In much the same way, the technological, architectural, and economical extrusion of the self from beyond the brain results in psycho-cultural ‘bubbles’ that make the sudden importance of the individual unavoidably conspicuous.
Nine
As corresponding technologies and economic forces develop across history, the social consequences of the enlargement of the human subject also evolve. In what we call the pre-modern world (that is, the world prior to Gutenberg’s printing press), the art of the story was relatively unresponsive to the private sense of the individual. Characters in pre-modern literature tended to be presented in a sense corresponding to a public self. That is, their natures were static symbols for public ideas of morality or principle. The stage for such performances was not ‘reality’ in the sense of something privately constructed by the author, but a publicly understood symbolic idea or setting. Kiyoshi Kasai underscored this similarity between pre-modern Japanese and European narrative-forms like so:
All three great [Greek] tragedy writers wrote of the legend of Electra … in addition, Sophocles wrote two different stories in the tradition of the Oedipus myth. These stories were conceived of with the lore of Oedipus as an established ‘world’ to draw from. In the same manner as kabuki’s established use of a ‘world’ such as chuushingura, Greek tragedy used the ‘world’ of Oedipus.
The novel and modern literature are by contrast interested in ideas of ‘character development’ which serve the purpose of psychologising the private life of the individual by explaining the unique motivations for their behaviour. This is exactly why characters occupy such importance for the modern, novelistic story: It is a form that is fundamentally concerned with showing the experiences that led a person to thinking and feeling a certain way.
While this central thrust has always been present, certain approaches to the novel have come into or out of fashion depending on the exact cultural configuration that suits the technology, economics, politics, and social situation of the time. The highly introspective form of the early 20th century novel, for example, acted as a corrective to the falling relevance of the Naturalist novel in the face of film. As Gore Vidal explains:
With television (ten new “live” plays a week; from such an awful abundance, a dramatic renaissance must come) the great audience now has the immediacy it has always craved, the picture which moves and talks, the story experienced, not reported. … The novel is left only the best things: that exploration of the inner world’s divisions and distinctions where no camera may follow, the private, the necessary pursuit of the whole which makes the novel, at its highest, the humane art that Lawrence called “The one bright book of life.”
In some senses, the shift from the 1980s of denki and the 1990s of shindenki was a small one. As a result, there are more similarities than dissimilarities between the two genres. However, as we discussed earlier in the post, there was a particular importance to the change for Japan, as those ten years made a considerable dent to the cultural relevance of the memory of the pre-war period, and also saw the arrival of a large economic recession which solidified the visibility of capitalism, employment, and money. In this sense, shindenki’s motivating difference was transforming mythological storytelling to always and everywhere be about the kind of inescapable capitalist modernisation that had now fully matured in Japan. This sense of inescapability was also inculcated by international circumstances. The end of the Cold War produced a kind of mature sense of finality for all of global culture. The monopolarity promised by the American Empire was, in its total victory over the USSR, now a kind of universal centre with no available periphery: this was the era where Francis Fukuyama famously wrote The End of History, and suggested that there was a kind of finality to the liberal democratic capitalism of the 1990s.
In this sense, Tsunehiro Uno’s focus on 9/11 does note something of considerable significance: The universality of the American centre was peeled back slightly by the successive unfolding of 9/11, the resultant quagmire in the Middle East, and the 2008 recession. It could be argued that Nasu’s explosive success in 2004 and onwards depended in part on this slight return of the international periphery. But the timeline is all wrong for any kind of simple chain of causation: Interest in denki-like stories that represented pure city-life and capitalist culture had already started to break onto the scene in Japan in the late 1990s with Kara no Kyoukai and Boogiepop. And Tsukihime was already rocketing through the self-published dating sim scene throughout 2001 prior to 9/11. We cannot rely on Uno’s model of “decisionism” in the face of international terrorism to explain the rise and fall of shindenki.
Rather, Nasu’s approach to writing denki—a genre he had been reading since his youth—was shaped by the range of factors which had given Japan’s modernisation a sense of complete totality by the late 1990s. In the first part of this text, we discussed Nasu’s self-stated reasons for developing a greater interest in the interior characterisation of his protagonists. Nasu’s particular interests combined with the particular cultural configuration inculcated by the economic, technological, and political modernisation around him in order to make his works popular with a wide audience. This is a fuller history of how Nasu’s style of shindenki came into being. But what about its decline—or rather, its disposability within the subsequent development of a Fate/ franchise?
Ten
The ironic reality of the period of Nasu’s rise is that, despite its sense of cultural finality, it was actually occurring in parallel to a Gutenberg level techno-economic reshuffling. The modernity that shindenki reflected in its depiction of a homogeneous urban existence was undergoing a strange inversion. The internet, in its essence, is an extension of human sensory experience in the same manner as all of the other mediums of modernisation. However, some of the underlying details invite problematic considerations. Participation in television or radio has always been possible, but they are not the dominant force of the medium: The audience receives television, heightening their consciousness of the stranger, but they live their life in the city. But participation in the sense of the internet has a very different relationship to the idea of private existence precisely because it produces an alternate space for existence: it does not alter the city, it replaces it.
The meaning of this inversion was briefly glimpsed during the CoViD pandemic of 2020, when certain illusions fell away. Japan no longer looked like this:
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It instead looked like this:
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The replaceability of the city demonstrated by such a phenomenon has implications that fly exactly in the face of the kind of city witnessed by Walter Benjamin. A city used to be the result of the need for masses of people to intermingle in order to accomplish tasks within the economic and technological conditions of modernity. Without the people, there was no purpose to the city. While Benjamin’s portrait of the city seems to contrast with pre-modern life, as a triumph of the private-person-in-public, it was precisely defined by the dialectical tangling of the two: A mix of both landscape and room, as Benjamin said. By contrast, the city of 2020 was simply an accumulation of rooms; the public space transformed into a façade in its emptiness. The landscape of society was now thoroughly digital.
While computers and network technology were required for the emergence of a literally digital culture, the hollowing out of the public city is representative of certain subcultural trends that were already embedded within earlier processes of modernisation. Fully capturing these strands would take up another full book of this length, so a degree of restraint is required. However, we can address the gist of the matter. While there is a continuous story to the mediums of modernisation in terms of their enlarging of human experience, there is a disconnect in their underlying means of production. Or more accurately, a subterranean pressure point that only managed to break into the surface with the technology available in the 20th century: For all of the attempts at automation implicit in innovations like Gutenberg’s printing press, the realisation of an economy capable of truly mechanical production is fairly recent. Daniel Bell’s discussion of the matter reads:
Marx and Engels envisaged a society in which there would be only two classes, capitalist and worker—the few who owned the means of production and the many who lived by selling their labor power. … Yet if one takes the industrial worker as the instrument of the future, or, more specifically, the factory worker as the symbol of the proletariat, then this vision is warped. For the paradoxical fact is that as one goes along the trajectory of industrialization—the increasing replacement of men by machines—one comes logically to the erosion of the industrial worker himself.
The 20th century had partially realised this fact by the time of Bell’s writing, and fully manifested it shortly afterwards:
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Art, in turn, developed in accordance with industrialisation’s “increasing replacement of men by machines.” Not just in terms of the themes it represents, but in its method of production. An economy based around technology that allows for the production of goods by machines also allows for art to be reproduced via those same industrial technologies and distributed on mass. This change in production radically alters the horizons of art. Walter Benjamin convincingly explains this in two of his essays. To quote from the first briefly:
For the first time in world history, technological reproducibility emancipates the work of art from its parasitic subservience to ritual. To an ever-increasing degree, the work reproduced becomes the reproduction of a work designed for reproducibility. From a photographic plate for example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the “authentic” print makes no sense. But as soon as the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applied to artistic production, the whole social function of art is revolutionized. Instead of being founded on ritual, it is based on a different practice: politics.
This process of art losing its sense of authenticity is intimately linked with the post-industrial economy of the 20th century and beyond. As art is produced via technologies that allow for the distribution of exact copies, it takes on the properties of a transferable, replaceable commodity. The impacts of this shift are myriad and complex. But for the purposes of our current issue, the most pressing concern is the emergence of a kind of mass privacy through its reproduction: The public space as a shared ritual evaporates, and our ‘public’ lives become an accumulation of others’ private lives that we consume. Benjamin also hinted at exactly this, saying:
For centuries it was in the nature of literature that a small number of writers confronted many thousands of readers. This began to change toward the end of the past century. With the growth and extension of the press, which constantly made new political, religious, scientific, professional, and local journals available to readers, an increasing number of readers—in isolated cases, at first—turned into writers. It began with the space set aside for “letters to the editor” in the daily press, and has now reached a point where there is hardly a European engaged in the work process who could not, in principle, find an opportunity to publish somewhere or other an account of a work experience, a complaint, a report, or something of the kind. Thus, the distinction between author and public is about to lose its axiomatic character.
Technological development produced the culture of modernity where experiences require an originating individual voice to articulate its authorship. But ironically, similar technological developments, when carried through to certain extremes under the conditions of industrial production, erased the author in turn. This is an important originating force for postmodernity.  Such changes do not arrive all at once; for many, given the importance placed on authenticity and authorship by modernity, the hollowing out of these principles at the hands of commodification only makes them all the more valued in their scarcity.
Eleven
Industrial technologies allowed for the mechanical production of art. Post-industrial network technologies allow for the mechanical consumption of art. In our present context, machine-driven consumption has been fully realised by the world of the algorithmic content engine. But even before that stage, mechanical consumption was an implicit feature of the internet and its relationship to art. Mechanical consumption in this sense is the inversion of mechanical production along a particular axis—or more accurately, a furthering of its logic into new domains. Earlier, I said:
Participation in television or radio has always been possible, but they are not the dominant force of the medium: The audience receives television, heightening their consciousness of the stranger, but they live their life in the city. But participation in the sense of the internet has a very different relationship to the idea of private existence precisely because it produces an alternate space for existence: it does not alter the city, it replaces it.
Television is a medium shaped by the use of technology to mass produce its artistic content. But through mass participation in a technological medium which shapes that artistic content in turn, such as the internet, the audience becomes a producer in a secondary, meta-art. For art that no longer needs to be solely authorial and authentic to function, this secondary meta-art can be consumed as the primary work. And it is. By mechanical consumption, I mean this process, where the use of technology to consume a work of art produces an ancillary artistic experience, which is then actually consumed in place of the work itself. Outside of the domain of art, the market has been aware of this inversion for quite some time. Modern American advertising is built on an axiomatic understanding that consumers buy brands, not products. Brands are in fact the specific construction of a shared symbol or image that the consumer recognises in place of the product. As soon as art was untethered from the authenticity of an original, unreproducible experience, it was possible for it to be consumed as a brand.
Twelve
Japan, aided by the rapidity of their own modernisation, has developed an extreme sensitivity to the cultural phenomena brought on by mechanical consumption. The consequences of this on narrative art were already present in the immediate post-war era.
Mascot characters initially emerged as an incidental tradition in American collegiate sports. However, the proliferation of industries well suited to mascots in puppetry and animation during the mid 20th century brought such characters into their own—and revealed the degree to which they are more than just an empty marketing symbol. Walt Disney had, among the American capitalists of the era, the clearest vision to the degree to which a so-called ‘crummy commercial’ depended on stories and the artistic experience. Disney’s chief product to this day remains this sense of the importance of the story—imagining the American dream, as films and theme parks, for a profit. Osamu Tezuka, the so-called father of anime and manga, was obsessed by his admiration for Disney’s products, especially his company’s animation. Even as Tezuka’s understanding of the world was more that of an artist than a businessman.
Of all of the many things that distinguished Tezuka from Walt Disney, this genuine artistic passion probably proved most decisive. After all, Tezuka’s commitment to experimentation and willingness to tackle exclusively adult subjects would have baffled Disney, whose pangs of creativity were always subservient to his desire to make money. Naturally, Disney made a fabulous amount of that money and founded a company whose control of the global entertainment industry persists to this day, while Tezuka decidedly did not. But what Tezuka did accomplish was constructing a context and arena that was far more artistically dynamic than Disney’s vision of the cartoon as an unchallenging advertisement. Of course, the developing world of anime and manga was far from adverse to advertisements and commercialisation. Tezuka’s interest in Disney was one of the reasons that his art tends towards exaggerated, mascot-like features. And the businessmen of Japan took note: A burgeoning animation industry was funded on the back of the realisation that such characters were capable of inviting a particularly profitable kind of sympathy.
The subsequent history of anime and manga is marked by this curious interplay of the artistic and the commercial. We cannot and will not develop this full history: the kind of art fostered by this fertile soil turned out to be fundamentally ahead of its time. As the technological conditions of mechanical consumption crystallised across the Japanese and world economy, the industry went from strength to strength. A particularly notable summit came in the 1990s with the ascent of a particular kind of fan known as the otaku in correlation with titles such as Sailor Moon and Neon Genesis Evangelion, and also the mass introduction of the market to the West via Pokémon and the risk-taking of cable television broadcasters such as in the case of Cartoon Network’s Toonami time-slot.
A shortcut to understanding otaku culture is understanding that the otaku were those who had an early and profound reaction to the mascot features of the character-types which had developed in anime and manga in the shadow of Tezuka, and the subsequent socioeconomic context of Japan. In particular, the combination of these exaggerated mascot features with the aesthetic preferences of girls’ romance subcultures during the so-called renaissance of shoujo (girls’) manga and the lolicon boom during the 1970s.
Such characters, and the stories they were involved with, inspired a profound and lasting impact on these young hyper-engaged consumers. And as this community and subculture matured over subsequent generations, the reasons for this attachment became more explicit. Tamaki Saitou, a psychoanalyst and expert on the subculture, wrote of them that:
Otaku seek value in fictionality itself, but they are also extremely sensitive to different levels of fictionality. From within our increasingly mediatized environment, it is already difficult to draw a clear distinction between reality and fiction. It is no longer a matter of deciding whether we are seeing one or the other, but of judging which level of fiction something represents.
This conscious embrace of the fictional is the most pervasive feature of otaku culture. In this sense, it is not just a break with the immediate aesthetics of modernity, but with one of the most commonplace aspirations of art throughout history—that of realism. (Get owned, Georg Lukács.) It is even accurate to say that the otaku mindset tends towards a sceptical view of the concept of realism itself.
Such scepticism is thoroughly represented in their attitude towards characters in fiction. Differences on this point are a major issue both because interest in specific characters was a driving force in the formation of otaku to begin with and also because the novelistic approach to characterisation present in modern literature is itself definitional. In the modern novel, characters drive the story because the purpose of the novel is to communicate an experience by allowing the audience to understand it in a sense informed by (a) particular human perspective(s). This is to give the novel a sense of realism as understood within the context of a modern world centred on the experiences of individuals: Such realism can only be developed by communicating the psychological development of individual characters. Otaku culture, in its embrace of the fictionality, departs from this model: Being unable to enjoy such modern character development is not necessarily definitional to being an otaku, but an otaku can also enjoy characters who act as symbolic mascots for highly visible character traits, of the kind that do not evolve and do not require psychological explication over the course of the story. Kiyoshi Kasai explains this evolution in the following terms:
In the context of novels, theatre, and film, the term character had a technical definition. However, from the 1970s onwards, the term gained an additional meaning. For example, the word character in the sense of the merchandise and character goods sold by Sanrio does not carry the implication of a personality or psychology as it does in the technical usage. It refers to the illustrations purely depicting a character’s appearance—particularly in an anime-style. … This kind of character deconstructs the technical word character—meaning “personality”—into the word’s other sense—meaning “symbol”.
From the 1970s onwards, plastic models sold by toy makers were marketed using robot anime as advertisements. While such anime did not get to the point where their characters were entirely robbed of their “personality” and reduced to mere “symbols” for plastic models, it also was not uncommon for the toy makers to override the preferences of the anime design team and impose their own vision for the sake of marketability.
In this manner, children’s fiction was where the technical term for character in an artistic, literary sense was mixed and generalised with the other sense of the word character.
Kasai’s account is particularly important precisely because it does not position the emergence of the otaku sense of character as entirely replacing the modern novelistic character: It is not that otaku have no conception of the artistic and are completely taken in by commercialised mascot characters. It is that a particular type of appeal which is contained within fictionality itself was revealed when the transparent marketing appeal of mascot features was added to and augmented the existing features of artistic fiction. Otaku coined a new word to describe when they felt this appeal—to moe (a verb).
Thirteen
The term otaku emerged as a play on the Japanese second-person pronoun o-taku, which literally means “your family” or “your home”. However, the more common usage of this original word was to address another person with an appropriate level of formal distance—that is, a second-person pronoun with exactly the same kind of perfunctory respect as asking a co-worker about their wife. The psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, who believed that speech always means more than the speaker intends, would have been thrilled by such an accident of language: The word otaku, which nominally means nerd or super-fan in Japan today, has a poetic implication of a distant and anonymously collective “you” who is also a home and a family.
A mode of consumption based around fandoms is so ubiquitous today among highly engaged readers and watchers that it is easy to imagine that fandoms have existed as long as art itself. And certainly, it is very rare that a social phenomenon has absolutely no historical antecedents; there are always eccentrics who defy the dominant trends of their age. But the concrete origins of modern mass scale fandom can be traced back to the proliferation of episodic genre fiction. Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories were a notable flash point. Mystery fiction, like otaku media, disrupts the structuring of character as conventionally understood in modern literature. This is implicit to their double layered narrative structure, where diegetic truth is not chiefly subject to change, only revelation. S. S. Van Dine articulated the gap between the characters of mystery fiction and the characters of modern literature, saying:
[Characters] should merely fulfil the requirements of plausibility, so that their actions will not appear to spring entirely from the author’s preconceived scheme. Any closely drawn character analysis, any undue lingering over details of temperament, will act only as a clog in the narrative machinery. The automaton of the cheap detective thriller detracts from the reader’s eagerness to rectify the confusion of the plot; and the subtly limned personality of the “literary” detective novel shunts the analytic operations of the reader’s mind to extraneous considerations.
The essential nature of each character in a whodunit story is set in place; the culprit is the culprit from the start, the victim is the victim, the detective is the detective: there is a sense of destiny present in the narrative structure, whose form is set in place in the name of fair play. The character development in a mystery story is almost purely from the audience’s perspective, as they come to understand the established and unchanging truth of the matter via the solution to the puzzle. To ignore this and include characters who change too drastically—and too novelistically—would be to compromise on the formal rigidity of this puzzle.
This peculiar understanding of characters is evocative of Kiyoshi Kasai’s notion of characters who exist in the sense of a “symbol” rather than a “personality”—after all, Kasai’s original purpose in developing this theory of symbolic characters was to argue for its pertinence to mystery fiction. And relevantly for our purposes, the structure of mystery fiction highlights the differing structure of characters as personalities and as symbols. It should be obvious, but a character is not a real person, no matter how realistically they are presented to the audience. Even in a biographical story where a character represents a real person, the representation is different from that person in a semiotic sense. A real person has a concrete existence as a definite person who lived a certain life and has their own thoughts. A character is a symbol—an image of a person, rendered via the accumulated content of the work of art within a medium. A character in a film comes to exist from the interaction between the actor’s performance and the cinematography, the editing, the sound design, and all of the other composite features of the film as a medium. In a similar manner, the character in the novel is a fictional construction who is invented by the words on the page. Even if the audience’s impressions are shaped by this character’s comparability to a real person, the freedom that the author enjoys to change this character by changing the words on the page demonstrates the ultimately symbolic nature of their existence.
If all characters have a fundamentally symbolic structure, what is it that distinguishes a so-called symbolic character from one in the sense of a personality? A character in the sense of a personality is one who is depicted in an attempt to simulate their full psychological structure as a person. That is, relying on a Naturalistic sense of realism, their various actions, thoughts, motivations, and relationships throughout the story conglomerate together to form the sense of a person with a unified identity and life. A revealing distinction can be located in the extent to which the character-as-personality relies on the in-text construction of an illusion of personhood, whereas a symbolic character is allowed to exist as a collection of traits and ideas which originate from outside of the text. This separation between inside and outside is definitional to the self-conception of modern literature. To write characters novelistically is to write characters whose justification and nature is all present within the text. And more to the point, this mode sees characters as defined by an accumulation of diegetic experiences. Such characters emerge from the content of the novel, and their development within it: They are constructed from the philosophy that a character is one and the same with their surrounding (con)text, and cannot be transplanted to an entirely different narrative without altering the character.
The phenomenon of fandoms is fundamentally driven by interest in fictional characters. Their crystallisation around the Sherlock Holmes stories was focused on enlivening recurring characters, especially the titular Sherlock Holmes and the narrator John Watson. The episodic nature of the Holmes stories as well as the structural features of mystery fiction were all important catalysts in the formulation of a new kind of reader in the fandoms. The presentation of disconnected, episodic narratives interrupted the conventional structure of characterisation present in modern literature. The recurring characters jumped from case to case with little interior change as personalities. In fact, the diegetic timeline across stories often amounted to a pure formality, and the stories could resultantly be read out of order. This accelerated the recognition of characters as self-defined symbols—as was already implicit to mystery fiction. The Sherlock Holmes stories do not show the psychological emergence of Holmes as a personality; Holmes is already a consulting detective at the beginning of the narrative, and neither Holmes nor Watson drastically evolve in a novelistic manner. Similar patterns continued throughout the mystery fiction of the early 20th century, where detectives and Watson-type characters confronted repeated episodic cases with little impetus for introspective character development.
While mystery fiction was an early home for fandoms, their zenith arrived via science fiction. From the 1930s onwards, fandoms formed around the emerging world of science fiction pulp magazines in even greater proportion than their existence in the mystery fiction space. But their mass era came in the 1960s with the inculcation of long-running episodic science fiction TV shows such as Star Trek, Doctor Who, and The Man from U.N.C.L.E.. Science fiction is ultimately very different from mystery fiction in the finer details, but they do both revolve around the highly formalised use of narrative to focus on something apart from the novelistic priorities of character-driven literature. For mystery fiction, this is the puzzle to be solved. For science fiction this is the creation of believable and detailed technologies and similar scientific concepts. However, with the limited runtime of episodic TV shows such as Star Trek, the purpose of this formalised structure shifts slightly. Any given episode can only develop a small proportion of the interplanetary universe imagined by its creators. The format chosen is decidedly procedural in a manner comparable to the structure of TV crime dramas: A recurring cast of characters encounter a new problem that introduces some specific slice of the Star Trek world. The episode then goes through a very strict 3-act structure in order to demonstrate the nature of this slice of the world, depict the characters in peril due to some problem, and then reveal how some feature of the world introduced earlier in the episode would allow the characters to escape their predicament. That Star Trek and Doctor Who remain mainstays of fandom spaces to this day demonstrates the suitability of such formats to fandom-like consumption. Of course, fandoms today have expanded far beyond the limits that can be easily understood via the limited framework of episodic procedurals. In order to get to the essence of such evolutions, we need to locate the shared points of interest between fandoms today and fandoms in their original form.
Fourteen
Fandoms, like any cultural institution, ultimately arose to fulfil a specific need. In the first order, that need is simply to gather fans together. In that sense, any gathering of celebratory voices in response to narrative media is a fandom—something that has occurred in a limited form all throughout the history of literature. But in the second order, fandoms as a cultural mass phenomenon manifested in response to the popularity of a particular era of episodic TV programmes. We have already discussed the essential characteristics of these programmes as indicative of the early era of fandom. But what deeper needs did fandom appeal to that has allowed the concept to perpetuate far beyond comparable media in the contemporary era?
The mystery stories and science fiction programmes that most appealed to early fandoms were episodic. But their episodic character was instrumental to the actual interest of these fans: Such episodic stories necessitated characters that were stable and able to move from plot to plot without needing to be developed in a novelistic sense from the ground up. While an episodic story is diegetically continuous for the sake of its identity, its realism, and due to historical conventions, the formal plot structure of an episodic procedural is more akin to an anthology series. The same set of characters are transported into novel circumstances with differing textures and tones. Despite the seeming repetitiveness and formulaic elements of such structures, the appeal comes precisely from seeing stable characters thrust into a range of different circumstances. This mode of engagement is fundamentally different from modern literature, which, as described by Kiyoshi Kasai, concerned itself with the author as the source of authenticity:
The modern literature that arrived after Rousseau begins with the vertical three-limbed structure of author-work-reader, which is taken to be natural and inevitable. With this structure, the author (my truth) is objectified and transposed into the work (my narrative). This work becomes an author surrogate for the reader. And with this framework, the reader can reach the author (my truth) through the act of accurately reading the work—that is, the author surrogate (my narrative). In fact, he must reach it: That is the irreplaceable, solemn meaning of reading in modern literature.
As a result, each word takes on only one meaning. Each sentence provides its own context. And the work solely represents the author. As long as we rely on the author-work-reader triad in our approach to modern literature, it will naturally be reduced to a direct author-reader structure. The work—down to its component words and sentences themselves—becomes a mere medium between the two. This medium is a regrettably necessary barrier in order to overlap the author’s truth with the reader’s truth, but nothing more.
Due to the particular characteristics of television, the character-focused procedural incidentally happened upon a far deeper interruption of this structure than the creators could have been aware of. Characters-as-personalities are built around and within the particular features of the individual text as an independent body of context. However, anthology storytelling needed to create deep and lasting artistic connections while operating with symbolic characters who could be transported between texts—episodes—freely. Such characters became their own context, and their own authors.
Fans crave such non-novelistic characters because they can be engaged with interactively, not passively in the manner of novelistic characters who are defined by their author. The importance of participatory media to the fan can be seen most clearly in their interest in derivative works and fanfiction. And, in fact, the telling of anthology stories with stable characters as happened upon by episodic TV programmes replicates many of the same fundamental points of appeal as reading fanfiction. Fanfiction reads all characters as symbolic, as defined to completion by their representation in their original text. Such characters are then utilised in new settings, new plots, or in crossover events in order to synthesise new dynamics from within the recognisably ‘same’ character.
The emerging participatory features of new media were already understood by Walter Benjamin, who said:
It is inherent in the technology of film, as of sports, that everyone who witnesses these performances does so as a quasi-expert. Anyone who has listened to a group of newspaper boys leaning on their bicycles and discussing the outcome of a bicycle race will have an inkling of this. In the case of film, the newsreel demonstrates unequivocally that any individual can be in a position to be filmed. But that possibility is not enough. Any person today can lay claim to being filmed. …
Nowhere more than in the cinema are the reactions of individuals, which together make up the massive reaction of the audience, determined by the imminent concentration of reactions into a mass. No sooner are these reactions manifest than they regulate one another. Again, the comparison with painting is fruitful. A painting has always exerted a claim to be viewed primarily by a single person or by a few, The simultaneous viewing of paintings by a large audience, as happens in the nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis in painting, a crisis triggered not only by photography but, in a relatively independent way, by the artwork’s claim to the attention of the masses. Painting, by its nature, cannot provide an object of simultaneous collective reception, as architecture has always been able to do, as the epic poem could do at one time, and as film is able to do today. …
The masses are a matrix from which all customary behavior toward works of art is today emerging newborn. Quantity has been transformed into quality: the greatly increased mass of participants has produced a different kind of participation.
But Benjamin’s experiences with these phenomena remained premature, despite his forward-looking insights. Benjamin reasoned that such participatory elements were intrinsic to how film and TV are mass produced with the technology of industrial production. The expansion of fandoms reveals a slight addition to this story: While the industrial production of art led to its mass consumption as a prerequisite for participation of the masses, this phenomenon, which was subliminal to the early experience of industrial art, becomes front of mind when these industrial technologies are deployed in the consumption of art.
Fandoms are core to this process. Fandoms use communication technology to fill the spaces within and between canonical texts with special avenues and mediums for audience participation. The role of technology in this process was subtler in the age of TV, when the force of the medium directed creators into inadvertently discovering the essential features of fanfiction. This discovery was then codified into an actual fandom and actual fanworks by modern communication technology in the context of fan-zines, the arrival of the modern fan-convention, and other such developments. In Japan, where fans were more radically attuned to the underlying nature of symbolic characters, the response was decisive. Western fans chiefly responded to media that perpetuated the kinds of symbolic characters who could be participated with in a ‘playful’ manner that placed fans on even footing with the author, but they did so tepidly and conservatively. The otaku culture emerging in Japan by contrast was radical in its embrace of such phenomena. The otaku openly understood that contemporary consumption was to be defined by the overlapping of symbolic mascots with art.
The age of the internet has been especially revealing for this equivalence in how it has intensified the underlying process within both cultures, and for how it has homogenised the global media environment. The developments since have demonstrated the degree to which the otaku who responded enthusiastically to anime-style corporate mascots and the fandoms who embraced Star Trek for its interactivity were of the same fundamental type. Before the internet, fandoms existed at a kind of distance from the daily lives of participants. The work of art would appear as it is on TV, and then a subsequent meta-work was created by fans, embodied in a collective fandom, and consumed by other fans using communication technology. The decisive impact of the internet on this, as the most transformative change to communication technology in centuries, was the elimination of the implicit temporal gap of earlier fandoms. Art could now be consumed with constant, instantaneous access to the meta-work in parallel to the original work. Indeed, within the emergence of Web 2.0 type social media and beyond, this temporal gap has been inverted: Fandoms are reified into commodities and embedded within social media. Fans then participate in overlapping social groups, chosen via self selection and via algorithm, and consume works of art as a secondary, subsequent means of engaging in their primary hobby, which is the expression of themselves and consumption of their community. In other words, the internet has allowed the mechanical consumption of art to displace the organic consumption of art.
Fifteen
The technological changes that have taken place over the past century have utterly replaced the communal space—the city—with an accumulation of private spaces that blur together to a remarkable degree. In this context, we no longer consume the work of art as the representation of the author as some far-off individual in their own private space. We participate in the joining of private spaces and consume this accumulation—this fandom, this otakudom—as equivalent to or even superior to the work of art itself. When sorting between these meta-works, older modes of categorisation based solely around the content of works, such as genres, have become outdated. Works are now grouped based on how they communicate the communities the individual belongs to, and the values that these communities represent—or most accurately in the context of social media, express. When works are not consumed as themselves but on the basis of the whole cultural idea that exists beyond the work, the brand replaces the genre as the primary categorisation for art.
The brand and the symbolic character were always, formally speaking, similar concepts. Just as the brand endeavours to create a symbolic meta-commodity that the consumer internalises and consumes apart and over the actual product, the work of art in the age of mechanical consumption endeavours to create a symbolic meta-character that the consumer internalises and is able to consume apart and over the canonical text. In this circumstance, where the metatexts that prevail in social groups known as fandoms or otaku are more important than the underlying text as-itself, assessing and grouping works on the basis of these fan communities is the only artistically sensible response.
Sixteen
The evolving career of Nisio, Isin cannot be understood in terms of individual responsiveness to genres in the manner attempted by Tsunehiro Uno. Throughout the Zaregoto and Monogatari series, Nisio does not jump between genres cleanly and in response to the audience in the manner implied by Uno. Instead, Nisio is fundamentally promiscuous with the whole concept of genre. While he does endeavour to give his works individual identities to separate them from one another, he is happy to use different tones and different kinds of settings within the same series in accordance with his own whims and interests as an author. This should come as no surprise since Nisio’s style is not built on a definite literary lineage, but instead from his own eclectic interests as an extremely otaku-like consumer of pop culture. He is the type of consumer to list Ryuusui Seiryouin’s outlandishly metafictional shinhonkaku mysteries, Jojo’s Bizarre Adventure, 80s shoujo manga, and Western Marvel movies as equally important works of art. For such an author, it is entirely natural that he should write the Monogatari series and have it be his most representative series. The Monogatri series, despite its nominal attempt to blend mysteries in the style of Natsuhiko Kyougoku with the shindenki supernatural settings Nisio had experimented with in Zaregoto, has no concrete genre. It is an accumulation of wildly different novels that are tied together by a fairly loose set of esoteric supernatural rules and a recurring cast of characters who are filled with the same kind of anime-like moe mascot traits that appeal to otaku. Nisio, Isin’s success is not due to his use of genre, but in his rejection of it as a limiting factor. He writes in a style that is akin to writing fanfiction about his own worlds and his own characters, and is therefore able to appeal to contemporary consumers regardless of the particular trends in popular genre fiction emerging around him. Nisio, Isin crafted himself as a brand, and allows his works to freely take on the style of a community playing with symbolic characters for their own ends.
Seventeen
When Faust highlighted the work of Ryuukishi07 in Higurashi and beyond as the next step in shindenki fiction, they were more or less correct about his work having appeal, and about how this appeal would overlap with some general aesthetic genre interests shared by Kinoko Nasu. However, given the emergence of the internet and advanced otaku culture in the time since the original denki boom, Ryuukishi07’s most immediate point of comparison could not be other authors in the same genre space. It could only be Ryuukishi07 himself, as he extended the world and brand of 07th Expansion—his self-publishing circle. Regardless of Ryuukishi’s later returns to the denki genre, interest in his works is defined by interest in particular elements that can be embodied in the surrounding fan community and branding. Discussions are not likely to centre on the context of Higurashi in comparison to contemporaneous works of interest like Shiki or Tsukihime or Boogiepop. Instead, Higurashi fans are interested in how the recurring characters are depicted when they appear in fanservice spin-off chapters, or in the TV anime, or in semi-cameos in other When They Cry works like Umineko. The whole idea of Higurashi existing as just one of many works in a movement in the style of the earlier denki movement is antithetical to the whole mode of existing as one who consumes Higurashi, given the pervasive importance of its fan community to defining its meaning and context.
Eighteen
Rewrite’s content is, artistically speaking, a remarkable response to the thematic ideas presented in the oeuvre of Kinoko Nasu and other major denki works in the early 2000s. Were the dominant mode of consumption interested in ideas such as Tsunehiro Uno’s framework of “decisionism”, Rewrite’s reformulation of the essentially escapist fantasy of works like Fate/stay night into being unambiguously about mundane life in contemporary capitalist Japan would be obvious. The concept of an exterior source of meaning in the periphery is structured in terms of human-caused pollution and environmental decay, and the ultimate message of the story is centred on concepts of human technological and social progress. However, Rewrite did not emerge and could not exist in this context. As a dating sim produced by Key, it is necessarily consumed through the medium of the existing fandom for such mundane dating sim romance stories. In this way, the necessary questions invoked by its content are inverted: It is no longer about how the mundane world impacts the thematic reading of its fantastical adventure, it is necessarily discussed with a mind towards how its inclusion of fantastical elements impacts its mundane romance elements. The major question becomes whether or not such elements add to or improve the established Keyformula. And while Rewrite is assessed relatively positively in this light, it also highlights that the whole question of its genre is secondary to its reception as a work of art. By its release in 2011, it was entirely natural that its fandom would define it in terms of its particular history as a work of Key, rather than inserting it into the context of the action fantasy dating sims of the early 2000s that its plot nominally invokes.
Nineteen
For the literary magazine Faust, the works of Kinoko Nasu heralded a new movement in genre fiction. They said:
The present moment of the 2000s is one where the extraordinary content of the past has fused with our ordinary daily lives … One answer is the denki novel, which is a format that expertly depicts the extraordinary as part of the everyday … Based on this understanding, Faust has developed a “new (shin) denki” novel tradition that fuses the denki movement of the 1980s with the anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.
However, for all of its nominal accuracy—given that there was a real trend of works in that era that genuinely invoked the motifs and concepts of denki fiction, which we have explored in a little detail throughout this text—such a prediction was nonetheless stuck in a framework that saw the world in terms of literary movements and genres. While readers’ habits in the 1980s could be understood in terms of fairly straightforward cultural trends, such as Japan’s history since the end of the Second World War, Kinoko Nasu was never going to signal the kind of movement that could be explained in a similar manner in the world of 2004. Kinoko Nasu’s audiences do not experience him in the light of his work as a specific artistic response to overriding socio-political trends. Kinoko Nasu is experienced as Type-moon, a brand and community that invites its consumers to embrace the full fictionality of its world as an extended universe above and beyond the value of the original work of art.
One response to the first part of this text noted that “Nasu inherently stumbled into a reproducible, replicable format that inherently self fuels with the power of historical and cultural legacies.” This is essentially correct. However, we need to specify which precise historical and cultural legacy we mean. Is it the specific Japanese legacy of modernisation and urbanisation that is represented in the plotlines of shindenki stories? Or is it the fictional history and culture represented within Nasu’s works themselves—that is, the internal mythology of the heroes and the Nasuverse world as depicted in Fate/stay night? The first of these is very precisely wrong: Fate/ has thoroughly globalised as a brand, and extended into a media mix strategy that belies any reliance on the shindenki genre. The actual experience of consuming Fate/ today has little to do with the specific historical themes explored in the original works released by Nasu from 1998 to 2004. The second meaning of legacy is closer to the mark, but requires some exposition. The diegetic world created by Nasu is a key instrument in his lasting success and appeal. But it is not just that such a world has inherent appeal as a mythic retelling of history. It is that the particular structure of Fate/stay night found the right balance between shindenki, as an artistic depiction of modern urbanisation as being contiguous with the past, and the symbolic modes of thinking preferred in an environment of mechanical consumption.
What parts of Fate/ have remained the most relevant—the most enduring—in its multiple incarnations across several mediums? Its highly marketable characters, especially its Servants. Such characters exist as both personalities, as they appeared in the specificity of Fate/stay night,and as symbolic mascots extending into its spinoff material. The eventual zenith of Fate/ as Fate/Grand Order, a game where the player uses a slot machine mechanic in order to collect Servant characters as mascots, is not an aberration of the Fate/ phenomenon, but the crystallisation of its essence. Such commodification is not the critical and even the cultural summation of all there is to Fate/. I hope that the history and frameworks that we developed in the earliest sections of this text are enough to see that the works of Kinoko Nasu can be read as being rather interesting in the light of the longer lineage of denki-style fantasy fiction. But the perspective that we have refined in these subsequent sections also recontextualises these readings in the light of the foundational material context over which such cultural artefacts move.
What is it exactly that this text wishes to say about Fate/ in this context? The stark delineation implicit in this text, which has separately told a cultural history of Kinoko Nasu and a techno-economic history of Kinoko Nasu, is necessary because Kinoko Nasu is a phenomenon that cannot be properly understood through the lens of either story on their own. The mode of mechanical consumption which has intensified under the internet is also an extension of the industrial mechanical production of art developed in a modern capitalist economy. When Faust wrote their editorial in 2004 declaring Kinoko Nasu to be the beginning of a shindenki movement, they were accurately reading the significance of his works as art on their own terms. To simply decry Fate/stay night as a commodified representation of otaku culture would not accurately capture the reasons for his enduring appeal. However, Faust also underestimated or missed the changing modes of perception and modes of consumption present in the new digital economy of Japan by that stage. As the economy of Japan matured, culture changes that were embryonic in the prior decades of otaku culture were rapidly accelerating and shaping what art would mean in the coming century. Faust saw Kinoko Nasu’s impressive ability to capture the compression of social terrain in the city of the 20th century, but missed the evaporation and inversion of the city into a purely solitary experience in the digital economy of the 21st. This is a rather ironic misstep, given that they attached shindenki to the “anime, manga, and video games of the 1990s.”
Shindenki was a real genre, and one whose artistic appeal is well represented by the best works of Kinoko Nasu, such as Mahou Tsukai no Yoru. However, the destiny of Kinoko Nasu transcended older modes of thinking, such as the genres that concerned Faust. Fate/stay night is not a genre, it is a post-genre brand. Such a work of art does not simply end when the credits roll any more than Coke ends when you finish drinking a can. There’s still New Coke to try after all. To consume Fate/stay night is to participate in a lifestyle, and in a community. It is to play with its many variations and to engage with many genres through its lens. Art today is something that the audience is always participating in and developing—a process, not an object.
There is no original or authentic essence to copy from per se. Rather, Fate/stay night already has infinite copies in the form of itself. The work of art in the age of mechanical consumption now stretches out, an eternity within the mind, a landscape in a room. Refresh. Scroll. Refresh. Scroll some more. Did they post any new fan art today?
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