
Bookslut: Big in Japan: Rings and Things

ffinnfufl**
July 04, 2003

Big in Japan: Rings and Things
by Sanfof_d._ Mav

The most obvious - perhaps the only except for a precise
descript ive style - similari ty between Koji  Suzuki 's Ring and Kaori
Ekuni 's Twinkle Twinkle is that they were both originally published
in Japan in  1991,  Here i t  is  2003 and we are just  seeing Engl ish
t rans lat ions of  these unique works.  I  am, as I  hope you wi l l  be,
grateful that heither work suffers from the more than decade gap
between or ig ina l  pr in t ing and Western d is t r ibut ion,

Ring wil l  immediately be the more famil iar work to American
audiences. Before you die, you see the ring. You can't beat that for
a f i lm tag l ine,  as i t  was indeed the tag l ine for  the Amer ican
remake of  the Japanese adaptat ion of  Suzuki 's  novel .  Good news:
while The Ring and Ring, respectively American and Japanese,
were passably  enter ta in ing supernatura l  suspense f i lms,  ne i ther
does justice to the underlying complexity and understated terror of
the novel  Ring. I f  you 've seen the Amer ican vers ion of  The Ring
and have expectat ions that  the Japanese Ring wi l l  mainta in greater
a l leg iance to  the novel ,  don ' t  waste your  t ime.  The Ring is  an
exceptionally faithful remake of Ring; both differ greatly from
Suzuki 's  novel .

Ring revolves around the unique but unbelievable notion of a
v ideotape that  k i l ls  those who watch i t  -  don ' t  bother  suspending
your  suspension of  d isbel ie f ,  A Tokyo repor ter  named Asakawa,  a
man with a penchant for the bizarre, connected to one of the
vict ims by marriage, attempts to unravel the mystery of the
diabolical tape, Straightforward enough for you? Of course. Yet
Asakawa is aided by his high school chum Ryuji,  an eccentric
co l lege professor  who c la ims rape as h is  hobby and past ime.  Don' t
underest imate Suzuki 's  knack for  seamless ly  in tegrat ing a specia l
kind of perversity into what is already an extraordinary story.

Indeed,  Suzuki 's  ab i l i ty  to  constant ly  up the ante wi thout  making
you laugh out  loud is  Ring 's  greatest  s t rength,  I t 's  impossib le  to
deta i l  par t icu lar  e lements of  Ring 's  p lo t  wi thout  spoi l ing the whole
endeavor :  but  th ings change,  characters mutate,  new e lements
crop up,  d isparate l ines twis t  together  l ike serpents in  a caduceus,
and unsatisfactory loose ends knot with a satisfying nod and a
compel l ing f l ip  o f  the page.  You' l l  do yoursel f  a  great  d isserv ice i f
you stop at either f i lm version of Suzuki 's Ring. Read it .  Stay up

-late and f inish i t .  You'l l  soon reject your steri le and hygienic
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pc?eeption of Japan and f ind'yourself,  well ,  creeped ou[d

Twinkle Twinkle ls nothing ltke Ring, though perhaps you might be
able to stretch the theory that as opposed to the horror of
supernatural terror, Ekuni 's celebrated novel - i t  won Japan's Lady
Murasaki Literary Award - is about the horrors confronted in l iving
a l i festyle against the norm without running afoul of the status quo
cont ingent .

Ekuni 's protagonist, and often overwrought basket case, is
newlywed Shoko,  marr ied to  young,  handsome and decidedly  gay
physic ian Mutsuki .  Surpr ise,  surpr ise:  she knows a l l  about  i t .  Th is
isn ' t  one of  those arranged marr iages in  which one par tner  is
cont inual ly  de luding the other  or  h imsel f .  Though Shoko and
Mutsuki  by mutual  agreement  don ' t  - -  and have never  -  made love,
they conduct themselves more or less as any contemporary
Japanese couple,  Except ,  o f  course,  for  Mutsuk i 's  ongoing,
pass ionate love af fa i r  wi th  h is  long- term paramour,  Kon,  and
Shoko's  ser ious and a lmost  equal ly  as pass ionate f l i r ta t ion wi th
alcohol, Otherwise, they cook together, lounge around on days off;
and Mutsuki ,  dut i fu l  and dot ing,  se ldom neglects  to  ca l l  Shoko
when he works a n ightsh i f t  a t  the hospi ta l .  She's  drunk or  ha l f  a t  i t
most of the t ime; and he's off several t imes a week for clandestine
meet ings wi th  the ar t fu l  Kon,  he of  anatomical  concinni ty  and,  as
Ekuni  notes,  the del ic ious scent  o f  Coca-Cola.  What 's  wrong wi th
th is  p ic ture? Wel l ,  actual ly ,  absolute ly  noth ing,

Shoko is  a del ight fu l  g i r l  who despi te  an except ional  inner  charm
and the capacity to love beyond al l  measure is forever hobbled by
her  own emot ional  instabi l i ty .  She was born sad,  she grew up sad
and she has matured in to the very def in i t ion of  sadness.  She
cl ings,  she weeps,  she throws hersel f  away in  d isarray.  Shoko is  so
tragical ly f lawed that the aggregate effect of al l  those t iny cracks
and imperfections is a creature of extraordinary beauty. But in the
heterosexual  dat ing scene she bears one br i l l iant  f lag:  run do not
walk .  P ick an angle,  but  e i ther  Shoko is  not  cut  out  for  the rest  o f
the wor ld ,  or  the wor ld  isn ' t  cut  out  for  her ,

Enter  Mutsuk i ,  an arranged date as an entr6 e to  an arranged
marriage. And he just so happens to be the perfect guy for Shoko.
Only  Mutsuk i  has the depth of  understanding,  the unique capaci ty
for caring, forgiveness and attuned level of compassion that is f i t
for  th is  wayward g i r l .  Mutsuk i 's  parents are aware of  h is
homosexual i ty ,  but  g lad ly  passed i t  o f f  as a youthfu l  da l l iance and
are thr i l led to  see h im make a match,  Shoko's  parents,  though
in i t ia l ly  in  the dark about  her  phys ic ian beaux 's  rea l  love l i fe ,  are
equal ly  enamored wi th  the i r  marr iage;  a f ter  a l l ,  they had ser ious
doubts she 'd ever  f ind her  p lace a longside a husband.

Unfor tunate ly  for  the in- laws on both s ides,  the only  way Shoko
and Mutsuki 's  marr iage is  go ing to  work is  the rather  un ique way in
which it  does work. Pleas from both sides for Shoko and Mutsuki to
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produce at  least  a  s ing le ch i ld  create new d i f f icu l t ies.  Mutsuk i  can ' t
br ing h imsel f  to  s leep wi th  a woman,  even i f  on ly  for  the
mechanica l  act  o f  reproduct ion.  I t 's  a  sex less and phys ica l ly
awkward union,  but  i t 's  a  re la t ionship centered around
companionship rather  than the other  in t r igues that  usual ly  p lague
human coupl ings.  Between Mutsuki  and Shoko are e lements of  the
k ind of  innocent ,  bewi ldered love c lose s ib l ings fee l  for  one
another .

As the pai r  becomes embroi led in  fami ly  po l i t ics ,  Shoko forb ids
Mutsuki  to  end h is  af fa i r  wi th  Kon,  though he is  wi l l ing to  do just
that to protect the d6tente established with his parents and, in the
bargain,  l ike ly  spare Shoko's  sani ty  over  the break up of  her
marr iage,  Shoko invest igates ar t i f ic ia l  inseminat ion as a poss ib le
solut ion to  the increasing baby pressure;  and she proposes that
Mutsuki  engage in  a l i t t le  whi te  l ie  regard ing h is  s tatus wi th  Kon.
But Mutsuki str ives to be fault less, perhaps too fault less, and
rejects both counts of subterfuge: i t 's up to exquisite, unbalanced
Shoko to formulate a quirky plan to keep them all  together,
husband,  wi fe  and dear  lover  Kon.

Twinkle Twinkle presents itself as a novel of contemporary Japan,
gently embracing edgy l i festyles and the dist inct, offbeat curios
that  ra t t le  around in  our  own heads,  making us human.  In  that
Ekuni  succeeds,  but  her  novel  is  more s imply  about  lonel iness and
the lengths to  which we wi l l  go to  defeat  that  emot ion,  b ind ing
ourselves together  in  any way that  best  su i ts  us.

Ring by Koji  Suzuki
( t rans lated by Rober t  B.  Rohmer and Glynne Wal ley)
Ver t ica l ,  2003

Twinkle Twinkle by Kaori Ekuni
( t rans lated by Emi Shimokawa)
Ver t ica l ,  2003
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