Characteristics of Japanese Literature
1. Books in Japan in generally read right to left with the script hanging vertically from the page. The first written language used in Japan was Chinese. Because Chinese characters were often unsuited for certain Japanese sounds, a form of Japanese script called kana was developed in the Heian Period (A.D. 794-1185). As the use of kana become more widespread among the aristocracy, it paved the way for the development of unique Japanese literary styles that expressed the feelings and thoughts of the Japanese.

2. Most characteristics are specific to the time period in which the literature is written.  

Examples: 

· The Meiji period ((1868–1945)/Modernist period - marks the re-opening of Japan to the West, and a period of rapid industrialization. The introduction of European literature brought free verse into the poetic repertoire. It became widely used for longer works embodying new intellectual themes. Young

·  World War II, and Japan's defeat, deeply influenced Japanese literature. Many authors wrote stories of disaffection, loss of purpose, and the coping with defeat.
· Medieval literature (1185–1603) - During this period, Japan experienced many civil wars which led to the development of a warrior class, and subsequent war tales, histories, and related stories. Work from this period is notable for its insights into life and death, simple lifestyles, and redemption through killing.

3. Brevity: The most obvious characteristic that sets Japanese literature, and especially poetry, apart from other world literatures is its briefness, its brevity. Even early non-poetic works, like The Tale of Genji (a massive 54-volume tome that tells of the romantic adventures of noblemen, centering around the prince Genji, who has gone down in Japanese folklore as their version of Casanova or Don Juan. It also provides a glimpse into the daily life of 10th and 11th-century courtiers), which is often called the world’s first “important” novel reads more like a series of short stories than a modern novel.

Why so brief?

· The debate rages, but it’s quite possible that it has something to do with the geographical isolation and island nature of Japan. Indeed, it is very tempting to blame any number of cultural features on those two factors. Faced with limited space and limited resources, a successful culture must cultivate efficiency, and the brevity of Japanese literature may be a reflection of that philosophy of efficiency. 

· It might also have something to do with the Chinese Taoism that underwrote much early Japanese poetry. Taoism is/was a reaction against Confucianism, a very conservative, rule-bound system that, to Taoists, boxes off the world into an inorganic and unchanging structure. For Taoism, change is a fundamental aspect of the universe and should not be prevented. Truth can be discovered but not forced into being. The more one tries to explain and develop chains of logic, then, the more one attempts to structure the world and force it into stability. Taoist expressions are then naturally short and observational.

One scholar of Japanese literature, Jin’Ichi Konishalso identifies five aspects of a single distinctive 
characteristic, the lack of oppositions in Japanese literature:

4. A lack of an antagonist or a systematic opposition - In many works of Japanese drama and story, the protagonist is a lone figure. There is no antagonist, no Iago, no Poseidon, no Satan. The protagonist must move through a world which does not conspire to work against, but simply is—is full of life and death, sadness and joy. And people are people, with the same failings and worries of the protagonist. The government itself is never an adversary, nor is the Law. The closer we get to the modern period, with a few exceptions, the more we find antagonists, or people who seem to be antagonists. 


5. No distinction between human and nature - Humans are a part of the natural world, and there is no natural antagonism. Human existence is part and parcel of the cycle of nature and the rhythms of natural life.

6. Harmonization between group and individual
The group-oriented nature of, well of at least pre-WWII literary production is a distinctive feature of Japanese literary life. Schools of literary thought were constantly being formed, and only rarely would an artist not be associated with some school. These schools created a ready audience fine-tuned to the philosophy and understandings of their members, which of course lends itself perfectly to the brief nature of the literature. The more one knows one’s audience, the less the need for contextualizing an idea. 
7. Mutual dependence between author and audience
Again, this can be seen in the theory of brevity. It’s the idea that the audience has a great deal to add to the performance and understanding of the literary work, and that this is not a fault of the author, as it might be considered in the West, but a strength that allows a stronger cultural bond between past and present. A basic relation is given, and the reader is asked to understand that relation in the terms of the present. If the relation still holds, then a link is made between past and present. 

Common Themes:

1. Loyalty, obligation, and self-sacrifice compromised by human emotion and affected by elements of the supernatural are reoccurring themes of classic Japanese literature. 
2. Kisetsukan (“the feel of the season”) is an important concept in Japanese cultural and artistic traditions. The Japanese often write about the seasons in their correspondence. 
3. The changing seasons is a theme addressed in The Take of Genji, an influential 11th century novel. The poems in the Kokin Wakashu, an anthology of waka poems compiled in the 10th century, are arranged in the order of the seasons. In haiku, every poem must contain an appropriate kigo (“season word”). There is even a book that lists all recognized kigo by season. 
Popular Japanese Genres:

1. Poetry:
a. Haiku- a major form of Japanese verse, written in 17 syllables divided into 3 lines of 5, 7, and 5 syllables, and employing highly evocative allusions and comparisons, often on the subject of nature or one of the seasons. 

b. Renga - a Japanese verse form in which stanzas of three lines alternating with stanzas of two lines are composed by two or more poets in alternation. 
c. Tanka (waka) - a Japanese Classical-style poem consisting of 31 syllables in 5 lines, with 5 syllables in the first and third lines and 7 in the others. 
2. Theatre:
a. Noh - derived from the Sino-Japanese word for "skill" or "talent"—is a major form of classical Japanese musical drama that has been performed since the 14th century. Many characters are masked, with men playing male and female roles.
b. Kabuki – Although greatly influenced by the aristocratic noh, kabuki was largely popular entertainment for the masses. Known for the stylization of its drama and for the elaborate make-up worn by some of its performers, Kabuki started off with women playing both male and female roles. A large part of the popularity of the early, all-female performances was due to their sensual nature. The performers were also prostitutes and male audiences often got out of control. As a result, women were banned from performing by the Tokugawa Shogunate, and the drama style was performed by men playing both male and female roles. Changes were made to the traditional noh stage, such as adding a draw curtain and a hanamichi (catwalk) through the audience to allow dramatic entrances and exits.
c. Bunraku - or Japanese puppet theater, is probably the most developed form of puppetry in the world. There are no strings and in its early days the puppeteers were hidden behind a curtain. The puppets are large - usually about one-half life size - and the main characters are operated by three puppeteers (Controls for all movements of parts of the head are located on a handle that extends down from the neck of the puppet and are reached by the main puppeteer inserting his or her left hand into the chest of the puppet through a hole in the back of the torso.  The three puppeteers manipulate the puppet by being in charge of one appendage). Many bunraku plays are historical and deal with the common Japanese theme of giri and ninjo - the conflict between social obligations and human emotions.
