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[Extract] 
 
Sometimes the tourism even crosses metaphysical boundaries. Murakami often hears 

from readers who have “discovered” his inventions in the real world: a restaurant or a 

shop that he thought he made up, they report, actually exists in Tokyo. In Sapporo, there 

are now apparently multiple Dolphin Hotels — an establishment Murakami invented in 

“A Wild Sheep Chase.” After publishing “1Q84,” Murakami received a letter from a 

family with the surname “Aomame,” a name so improbable (remember: “green peas”) 

he thought he invented it. He sent them a signed copy of the book. The kicker is that all 

of this — fiction leaking into reality, reality leaking into fiction — is what most of 

Murakami’s fiction (including, especially, “1Q84”) is all about. He is always shuttling 

us back and forth between worlds. 

 

This calls to mind the act of translation — shuttling from one world to another — which 

is in many ways the key to understanding Murakami’s work. He has consistently denied 

being influenced by Japanese writers; he even spoke, early in his career, about escaping 

“the curse of Japanese.” Instead, he formed his literary sensibilities as a teenager by 

obsessively reading Western novelists: the classic Europeans (Dostoyevsky, Stendhal, 

Dickens) but especially a cluster of 20th-century Americans whom he has read over and 

over throughout his life — Raymond Chandler, Truman Capote, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 

Richard Brautigan, Kurt Vonnegut. When Murakami sat down to write his first novel, 

he struggled until he came up with an unorthodox solution: he wrote the book’s opening 

in English, then translated it back into Japanese. This, he says, is how he found his 

voice. Murakami’s longstanding translator, Jay Rubin, told me that a distinctive feature 

of Murakami’s Japanese is that it often reads, in the original, as if it has been translated 

from English. 
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You could even say that translation is the organizing principle of Murakami’s work: that 

his stories are not only translated but about translation. The signature pleasure of a 

Murakami plot is watching a very ordinary situation (riding an elevator, boiling 

spaghetti, ironing a shirt) turn suddenly extraordinary (a mysterious phone call, a trip 

down a magical well, a conversation with a Sheep Man) — watching a character, in 

other words, being dropped from a position of existential fluency into something 

completely foreign and then being forced to mediate, awkwardly, between those two 

realities. A Murakami character is always, in a sense, translating between radically 

different worlds: mundane and bizarre, natural and supernatural, country and city, male 

and female, overground and underground. His entire oeuvre, in other words, is the act of 

translation dramatized. 
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