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Synopsis

Narrative Techniques in Kazuo Ishiguro’s
An Artist of the Floating World

Kazuhiro Ando

This article is an attempt at decoding some of the narrative techniques
that Kazuo Ishiguro devised for constructing Masuji Ono’s narrative. De-
spite its numerous deviations, obfuscations, uncertainties, and overall un-
reliability, Ono’s narrative does have a coherent structure, one that is pred-
icated on repeated use of certain narrative devices, ranging from
seemingly trivial turns of phrase to stratagems on larger scale for arranging
the many, relatively short episodes that comprise this novel: devices such
as false resolution of contradictions by backtracking or belated qualifica-
tions, garbled, fragmented, and delayed transmission of information, blur-
ring of identities or sources of utterances, and the use of direct speech of
other characters as a means of relativizing and compromising the authority
of the narrator. These devices are used to manipulate the reader’s memory
of events previously narrated in such a way that the reader would be led to
believe that Ono’s story is about what it actually is not — ‘an artist of the
floating world.” A careful examination of Ono’s erratic and digressive nar-
rative itself, not the life and career of the artist Ono, would reveal a disqui-
eting tale of perpetual, secret torment and paranoia, which runs mostly un-

seen by the reader throughout the length of the novel. Ono’s narrative in
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fact comes with a series of symptomatic traces of a tale untold, and these
traces are to be found at those phases in his narrative where certain narra-
tive devices are in operation.

Through an analysis of these devices and the structure of the novel,
this article attempts to identify where and how the reader’s memory is ma-
nipulated, and to what end, so that a different, disillusioning story will
emerge through layers of narrative disguise. What will be revealed in the
end is a singularly Ishiguroesque narrative complex where that very disil-
lusionment only goes to justify the necessity of narrative disguise, where
Ono’s unreliability as narrator is a prerequisite rather than some aberra-
tion, and where such parameters of narrative as identities and intentions

are deliberately rendered obscure.



