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NATURE & HUMANS: THEIR RELATIONSHIP IN KAWABATA’S WRITINGS 

Selected Secondary Sources 

 

One of the functions of character is to set off scene and atmosphere 

In The Sound of the Mountain:  ―Shingo himself is not really very substantial in this moonlit reality; 

rather it is his instrumental role in making accessible the wide world that spreads around him. For Shingo, 

as for Kawabata, the awareness of the large margins of the world around human beings and their actions, 

the large area of silence that stays intact despite human speech and the words of the novel—that is what 

powerfully informs his mind.‖ 

--Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence, 118 

 

Blend scene with characters 

―Kawabata‘s ability to evoke a natural scene and blend his characters with the geography of a place 

was one of his strongest talents as a writer. He was able to strike a delicate balance between a particular 

place and its poetic implications, producing a ‗poetry of place.’” 

--Childs, ―Japanese Perception of Nature,‖ 2 

 

(page 155 of Snow Country): ―The real and the fantasied are so closely woven that we realize with a start 

that Komako‘s appearance is only in Shimamura‘s consciousness. ‗The time had come to leave‘ is 

remarkably convincing as the reader is awakened from the reverie he has been allowed to share. In the 

syntactically looser Japanese version, the tenor and vehicle are even more subtly fused with the effect of 

maximally blending the human movement into the occasions of Nature.” 

--Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence, 112 

 

Komako and Snow Country 

“Shimamura’s attraction to Komako is scarcely indistinguishable from his attraction to the 

Yukiguni. The predominance of red and white imagery in the novel, as Donald Keene points out, allows 

one‘s imagination freedom, whereas bright colors define things much more clearly.‖ 

--Childs, ―Japanese Perception of Nature,‖ 9 

 

 ―There is almost an ecological bond between the Yukiguni and Komako. She may be viewed as 

representing the warmth of human communities in the villages buried beneath the snow in winter. . . . . 

Komako is, in fact, not named until about one-third of the way through the novel, until which time she is 

referred to as simply ‗the woman of the snow country.‘‖ 

--Childs, ―Japanese Perception of Nature,‖ 11 

 

―Kawabata . . . often blends the character and the geography of his story together, until Shimamura 

finds it difficult to distinguish in himself any distinction between his attraction to Komako and his 

attraction to the ‗snow country.‘‖ 

--Rimer, Modern Japanese Fiction and Its Traditions. 168 

 

 ―Shimamura cannot separate his vision of her from his vision of nature.‖ 

--Rimer, Modern Japanese Fiction and Its Traditions. 169 

 

―He thinks he has found beauty in the white bush-clovers flowering on the side of a distant hill, but they 

turn out to be kaya grass when he sees them close by. In contrast to the flowers of the bush-clover, which 

are small, delicate and silver-white, kaya grass is so strong that it can be used to thatch a roof (92).‖ . . . 

[Komako] “has changed from delicate bush-clover to strong kaya grass.” 

--Ueda, ―The Virgin, the Wife, and the Nun,‖ 82 

 

 ―. . . what redeems Komako is neither a Judeo-Christian nor a Buddhist nor a Shinto scheme of salvation, 

but a more primitive scheme that was the origin of all these religions. It may be viewed as a religion of 

primitive, wild nature which is symbolized in the image of the Milky Way near the end of Snow Country. 

. . . The nuns Shimamura saw were living in the mountains of the snow country. Komako, too, runs 

toward the mountains, leaving Shimamura behind, when the fire breaks out; and on those mountains the 
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Milky Way is falling. Shimamura feels ‗a terrible voluptuousness‘ in the Milky Way, as if it were coming 

down to ‗wrap the night earth in its naked embrace‘ (165). If the Milky Way is coming to be the Woman 

for Shimamura, that transformation must have been initiated by Komako who is running toward it. 

Komako is merging with primitive nature, dedicating her womanhood to it. After the dedication, she 

will be a woman without womanhood: a nun.‖ 

--Ueda, ―The Virgin, the Wife, and the Nun,‖ 87 

 

―a novel embodying a sustained search for the purest, noblest, supremely beautiful way of life, a way of 

life that forever remains untouched by the foulness of mankind. The search is difficult. . . . The only hope 

lies with a virgin, a person who instinctively defies foulness, a person who is destroyed at the touch of 

foulness. But could there be an eternal virgin? . . . It is by becoming a nun. . . . She will lead a life of 

penance, with full knowledge of both the nobility and depravity of humanity. She will merge with wild, 

primeval nature, humbly dedicating herself to it.”  
--Ueda, ―The Virgin, the Wife, and the Nun,‖ 87-88 

 

Yoko 
Yoko and mountains in mirror 

 

―Like Shimamura, all men are passengers on a train, a train called Time, and are prone to be bored as they 

watch the monotonous landscape endlessly extending into the distance. They often lose sight of their 

destination, of a meaningful purpose in life. On rare occasions, however, external nature reveals 

something that glows, the glow pervading a person whose soul is pure and transparent. Supreme beauty 

emerges in a tangible form at that moment. As the glow is gone the next moment, it requires an 

extraordinarily sensitive person to glimpse that beauty. Shimamura, who notices the beauty of Yoko‘s 

face mirrored in the window, is precisely such a person. Whenever there is a moment of supreme beauty, 

he catches sight of it and reports to the reader.‖ 

--Ueda, ―The Virgin, the Wife, and the Nun,‖ 74 

 

―Snow Country leaves Yoko‘s destiny ambiguous. She may die, or she may live on as an insane person. 

The latter is more likely in view of what Komako says at the end of the novel (175). In any case, Yoko the 

pure virgin is dead. She has been as transparent as a silkworm, but now that the cocoon warehouse is 

burnt, she is burnt, too. Yoko is a silkworm that does not want to turn into an ugly moth. She does not 

want to become the second Komako. Here only choice, then, is death, physical or mental.‖ 

--Ueda, ―The Virgin, the Wife, and the Nun,‖ 85 

 

Mirror blending nature and human 
(mirror scene, page 10) ―Again, Kawabata selects two things, one from man and one from nature, and lets 

them collide in a most extraordinary fashion. What emerges from this contact is a weirdly beautiful scene. 

Clear emphasis is placed upon the flow of scenery outside.‖ 

--Tsuruta, ―Flow Dynamics,‖ 253 

 

―In Kawabata a mirror also serves as a distance regulator with which he can blur the spatial dimensions of 

the real world and then proceed to combine two objects, often some elements from man and nature, in a 

manner impossible in physical space.‖ 

--Tsuruta, ―Flow Dynamics,‖ 253 

 

―Just as earlier it did not occur to Shimamura that it was impolite to stare at the girl reflected in the train 

window, because he was charmed by the unreal, other-worldly power of the window-mirror, which so 

shaped everyday reality that he could enjoy it as a purely aesthetic experience, so now the fire produces 

the same effect on Shimamura: it has stopped the passage of time, and with it the conventional polarity 

between life and death.‖ 

--Tsuruta, ―Flow Dynamics,‖ 263-264 

 

We may also note that, though by her fall from the burning warehouse Yoko is abruptly thrust into the up-

and-down movement, seemingly in place of Komako, the female lead role in the fire scene is undeniably 
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neither Komako nor Yoko, but the Milky Way, which seems to combine Komako’s nearness and 

Yoko’s remoteness.” 
--Tsuruta, ―Flow Dynamics,‖ 262, n. 11 

 

Milky Way and characters 

―The instant at which intense and complete union of the three characters takes place comes when the 

vertical-horizontal movements reach a sudden climax in the twitch in Yoko‘s leg. Komako‘s scream and 

Yoko‘s spasm produce in Shimamura an unusual pair of simultaneous ‗motions‘: ‗The scream stabbed 

him through. At the spasm in Yoko‘s leg a chill passed down his spine to his very feet. His heart was 

pounding in an undefinable anguish.‘ Only after this union does ―Shimamura become ready for a union of 

a much greater dimension, union with the Milky Way. It is a kind of union made possible only when 

Shimamura demands the purest of experiences, through mirror, not through raw reality.” 

--Tsuruta, ―Flow Dynamics,‖ 264 

 

―Kawabata . . . rejects this artificial separation of things instituted by us for the sake of survival. He sees 

all things as organically related. He refuses to recognize any division among things – the animate and 

the inanimate, man and beast, man and plant. He sees the world as one gigantic flow of a river. Thus he 

uses various devices to enable his reader to see things in this state of flux, so that the reader may gain 

experience of the basic life-force pervading the universe. One can almost say that Kawabata is anxious to 

reduce the rational world to its primeval stage so that his reader may be allowed a glimpse of the beauty 

of life no longer marred by rational compartments. This is why Kawabata takes advantage of dualities in 

order to eliminate them, since they are the fundamental division of things. Tokyo versus snow country, 

snow versus fire, sky versus earth, the past versus the future, man versus woman – these opposites are 

exploited until in the end they all merge into the single experience of the Milky Way roaring into 

Shimamura.” 
--Tsuruta, ―Flow Dynamics,‖ 264-265 

 

Nature NOT connected to people 
―Kawabata‘s achievement . . . lies in just this, his keen awareness of the objects around men that exist 

in themselves as solidly as people do. Objects, in the world and in the world of the novel, are somehow 

or other related to people, but Kawabata seldom makes the connection between them explicit for us. With 

each of his brief paragraphs self-contained in this way . . . . these objects tend to stand autonomous.‖ 

--Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence, 119 

 

Quiescent harmonizing with nature 

 ―There is a fundamental difference between the Christian concept of human dominance over nature and 

the Eastern concept of harmony with nature. In the traditional Japanese appreciation of nature there is 

an underlying quiescent and adaptive approach towards nature which is displayed in Snow Country. 

The origins of this view can be found in Taoist classics of China, in later Buddhist concepts, and also in 

the animistic native religion of Japan, Shintoism. Much of what is typical in Japanese aesthetics stems 

from Zen Buddhism or coincides with Zen. The Japanese preference for simplicity over complexity and 

for natural, unadorned materials in gardens and buildings are examples of this fundamental precept of 

Zen: ‗Inward peace and enlightenment are sought in Nature‘s twilight profundity.‘‖ 

--Childs, ―Japanese Perception of Nature,‖ 8-9 

 

Nature from a distance: prospect-refuge landscape 

―The underlying principle of this analysis of landscape [Appleton‘s prospect-refuge landscape] is that 

human beings seek to ‗see without being seen,‘ and search for habitats based on this primeval survival 

mechanism. Thus, we seek to observe the ‗threats‘ of nature from a place of safety. This is exactly what 

Shimamura does in Snow Country, observing the Yukiguni at first from the cocoon of the train carriage 

and then from the safety of the Yuzawa inn. The train is also his means of escape from the hostile and 

unfamiliar environment. The ‗prospect‘ offered by the mountains is essentially symbolic, accentuating the 

potential for extended vision if one were to climb to their summits.‖ 

--Childs, ―Japanese Perception of Nature,‖ 13 
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―Appleton points out that some environmental symbols can be both prospect and hazard at the same 

time. The snow itself is a particularly good example of this.‖ 

--Childs, ―Japanese Perception of Nature,‖ 13 

 

Acceptance of nature 
―What I would call Kawabata‘s nominal imagination is apparent even in his earliest work. The objects 

here are not organized syntactically. He does not relate them, with verbs and conjugations, into a 

sentence, a proposition, but just leaves them as he finds them. Exactly in the same way, The Sound of the 

Mountain reaches out and gathers objects into a narrative, but refuses to hook them into a chain of 

cause and effect, a plot. They are assembled and unconnected. What emerges, then, is not an argument – 

which any construction of plot (the whole cause-effect complex) implies – but a perception of the world 

and an acceptance of it as perceived, one thing at a time.” 
--Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence, 119-120 

 


