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On Tosishun: A Study of the Structure of
Bildungsroman

HUANG, Tsui-o"

Abstract

Akutagawa Ryunosuke ranged wide in his choice of
material. He not only drew inspiration from Japanese literature,
but also adapted many source materials from Chinese classics.
In 1920, he published Tosishun, a novel deeply influenced by Du
Zichun Legend, a romance of the Tang dynasty. Stories told by
Akutagawa are full of elements such as frustration, uncertainty,
skepticism, pessimism, arrogance, and irony and they sometimes
are seemed suicidal. The exception is found in Tosishun, which
only focuses on the positive side of humanity. Some people
think that the transformation is because Akutagawa began to
write for children. However, if we look into his literature for
children, we will find that not all of them are warm and sweet.
Therefore, I chose to have a full exploration of Tosishun and this
paper can serve as a good threshold for the research of all
Akutagawa’s works.

Other studies of Tosishun mostly dealt with themes like the
beauty of ethics, the yearning for maternal affection, and the
expectation to become a noble man, etc. This paper, however,
focuses particularly on the structure of the work and examines
the characteristics as a Bildungsroman. My methodology for
exploration of this topic will be first a comparison and contrast

between the text and the Tang romance, using other works by
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Akutagawa as references, and then to discover what Japanese
cultural characteristics are reflected through this type of
Bildungsroman.

The conclusion of the research aims to trace the
development of the protagonist, who first deserted the reality
and eventually returned to it. The progress was demonstrated
through a well-planned of background, characterization, and
central issues such as motherly love. The ending of the novel
revealed and emphasized the concept of accepting the reality, a
notable trait of Japanese culture. In addition, the protagonist,
when facing the real life, complained, shirked responsibilities,
and finally chose to walk away. The protagonist’s behavior and
the correlation between mother and son in some way reflect what
was presented in The Anatomy of Dependence by a Japanese

psychiatrist Takeo Doi—an attachment for the reality.
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