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Romance and Myth in The Sound of Waves

In The Sound of Waves, or Shiosai, Yukio Mishima weaves an exquisite
story which has strong quixotic and mythic features. Mishima wrote this
novel after a trip abroad to Greece in 1951, and he was so inspired by the
nation's sunlit classicism that he decided to base the plot on the myth of
Daphnis and Chloe (Napier, "Mishima" 126). Although the influence of the
Japanese Romantic movement upon Mishima is apparent in The Sound of Waves,
his later works are characterized by a preoccupation with aggression and
violent eroticism. John Spurling asserts that the story is "limited in
scope and ambition [and] shows none of that strenuously intellectual debate
of wrenching emotional stress so prevalent in his other work" (382). Even
Mishima himself referred to The Sound of Waves as "that great joke on the
public" (qtd. in Ishiguro 385). One must not evaluate this novel, however,
in comparison with Mishima's later literature or else its ethereal beauty
and delicate dream-like elements are lost. The stunning imagery, idealized
setting, and characterization are effective aspects that establish the
romantic and myth-driven quality of The Sound of Waves.
Mishima develops breathtaking imagery which enhances the
exquisiteness of the novel. All forms of beauty - manmade, natural, and
human - play a key role in expanding the alternative, idyllic world of Uta-
jima. Shinji is first introduced with an aesthetically pleasing passage
which includes a description of Yashiro Shrine with its "flight of stone
steps" and "peach blossoms blooming in the shrine garden, dim and wrapped
in twilight." (6) Susan Napier affirms that the image of peach blossoms,
which are reminiscent of Japanese poetry, in combination with the
traditional architecture create "a stock scene from virtually any classical
East Asian painting" ("Wasteland" 23). The positive natural imagery also
reinforces the purity of love between Shinji and Hatsue. On the first of
their numerous clandestine meetings, "the sea below them [brims] with a
last afterglow" (50) and "stars [begin] to glitter." (51) Even Hatsue's
kiss is equated with seaweed and the "sharp, fresh saltiness" (67) of the
sea; these beautiful symbols emphasize the integrity of the romance and the
fact that nature is in accordance with it.
An additional aspect of the romanticized world is found in the
paralleled intensity of nature and emotion. Mishima frequently utilizes
weather imagery to convey the thoughts and desires of Shinji, in particular
the occasion when he glimpses Hatsue naked at the observation tower.
Throughout their meeting a turbulent storm is brewing with waves "raging
and ripping out their white linings on every hand" (70) which mirrors this
most charged of encounters fraught with unconsummated sexual tension.
According to Napier, "the language of this passage underlines the emotional
excitement within Shinji, the feeling of intense anticipation
metaphorically expressed in the raging storm and sea" ("Wasteland" 23).
Mythical allusions located in Mishima's descriptions serve to
heighten the otherworldly quality of The Sound of Waves. When Shinji first
sights Hatsue, she is "letting her hair stream out behind her" and "her
cheeks [glow]." (7) These characteristics are stressed repeatedly
throughout the novel, and they share striking similarities with Vergil's
portrayals of goddesses such as Venus and Juno in The Aeneid. One trial
Hatsue must endure occurs when Yasuo tries to rape her; his plot is foiled
by the miraculous intercession of an irate hornet. Hatsue notices the
"flashing of the little golden colored wings" and wonders "what god it [is]
who [has] come to her rescue." (93) This intervention seems divine and
rather far-fetched, as though a god was indeed sent to earth to aid Hatsue
in her struggle against the cruel Yasuo. Mishima's carefully crafted
imagery encompasses all forms of beauty to evoke romantic and classical
sentiments.
The setting of the island Uta-jima is idealized, and Mishima
constructs a utopian haven which makes the fairy-tale romance of Shinji and
Hatsue seem feasible. Philip Shabecoff insists that "the sea, the sky and
the island's rocks are as much elements of the action as the young
fisherman hero and his pearl-diver girlfriend" (Shabecoff). Susan Napier
concurs while adding that the community of Uta-jima is also as much a
character as any of the actual protagonists, for many inhabitants
facilitate the relationship between Shinji and Hatsue ("Wasteland" 24).
Shinji himself appreciates the goodness of his home when he tells Hatsue,
"The sea - it only brings the good and right things the island needs and
keeps the good and right things we already have here.nothing but.people
whose love is never double faced with nothing mean about them anywhere."
(53) Obviously such a wholesome society could never exist, but Mishima's
nostalgia for the pre-industrial community is evident in his depiction of
modern Japan. He subtly attacks the industrialized world by suggesting that
the pulp magazines Yasuo obtained from the cities encouraged him to rape
Hatsue. Furthermore Yasuo's adored luminous watch is his downfall in the
scheme; with this twist in the plot Mishima condemns technology. While Uta-
jima is extremely isolative, preventing the arrival of such technology, the
sea which surrounds it serves as the ultimate romantic icon, "the place of
mystery and potentiality in a world with little of either" (Napier,
"Wasteland" 24). When Shinji and Hatsue are able to be together at last,
Shinji privately acknowledges that "it [is] this little island, enfolded in
darkness, that [has] protected their happiness and brought their love to
fulfillment." (182)
Additionally, the setting of The Sound of Waves accommodates the
monomyth structure, which is the typical story of the hero's adventure
developed by Joseph Campbell. The monomyth model includes three basic
elements: separation, initiation, and return (Stalides). Campbell explains,
"A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of
supernatural wonder; fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive
victory is won. The hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the
power to bestow boons on his fellow man" (qtd. in Stalides). Shinji has
lived on Uta-jima his entire life and "[loves] it more than anything else
in the world;" (150) he has a deep respect for the sea and the gifts it
bequeaths to his people. His life changes, however, when a captain asks
Shinji if he would like to become a "rice-rinser," or apprentice seaman.
(148) After embarking upon a six-week journey, Shinji sees unfamiliar ports
such as Okinawa and Nichinan, but he must also confront a raging typhoon
which threatens the life of the entire crew. Shinji is the sole sailor
responsible for saving the ship, and when he returns home to Uta-jima,
Hatsue's imposing father decides that Shinji is worthy of marrying his
daughter due to his valiant exploits at sea. Mishima not only idealizes the
setting but also structures it so that the monomyth cycle is able to be
applied to the story.
The protagonists Shinji and Hatsue are cultivated by Mishima with the
specific intent of augmenting the romantic tones in the novel. The
narrative is focused principally on the thoughts and actions of Shinji, and
this view through the eyes of an adolescent lends a sense of innocence and
hope to the work which would be absent if influenced by a rational adult.
Napier elaborates, "The narratives provide a fresh vision of a lost
youthful paradise, although lacking in adult sophistication or complexity"
("Wasteland" 18). The personalities of Shinji and Hatsue are notably flat
as well; Mishima elaborates primarily on their physical qualities,
revealing only the necessary aspects of their opinions and interests,
especially in the case of Hatsue. She seems to live for nothing more than
their silent reunions at her window, and in her letters to Shinji "[dwells]
at great length upon the pain of such an ephemeral meeting." (120) These
one-dimensional attributes, however, only cause the reader to become
wrapped up in their fervent love, thus accomplishing Mishima's goal of
firmly anchoring The Sound of Waves inside the world of romance.
Shinji and Hatsue are provided with mythic traits which allow their
love to flourish. Both exemplify filial piety to island elders; when Hatsue
wins the diving contest she gives the coveted prize to Shinji's mother, and
all of Shinji's earnings support his family. He is also a frequent visitor
at the home of the lighthouse-keeper and a diligent worker aboard the
Utajima-maru; these kindnesses Shinji demonstrates are later crucial in
gaining the approval of Hatsue's father. Hisaaki Yamanouchi observes, "The
major characters embody the fullness of life through their ideal physical
strength" (2426). "Robust" Hatsue's skill as a pearl-diver is often
extolled, and she "[gives] the merry appearance of actually enjoying her
untimely work." (89) Likening Shinji to "some piece of heroic sculpture,"
(75) Mishima declares as the protagonist ventures forth into the typhoon
that "it [is] as right for Shinji to be invited to a seat at this banquet
of madness as to a quiet and natural afternoon nap." (162) Such
descriptions are redolent of chiseled gods and Shinji's deserved place at
heavenly feasts. If both characters did not possess such bodily power and
perception of nature, they would never have been able to endure the
monomythic trials which decided their engagement.
Although the striking imagery, idealized setting, and characterization
enhance the romantic and myth-driven quality of The Sound of Waves, the
role of religion is also significant in embodying these aspects. Shinji
relies on his deep spirituality for guidance and solace; as he is falling
in love with Hatsue he goes to Yashiro Shrine to pray for the possibility
of their marriage, and the soft wind's reply is believed to be "the sea
god, accepting the boy's prayer." (25) His actions are suggestive of those
of the great mythological heroes who offered libations to the gods in
return for aid and advice. This shrine also serves as a haven for Hatsue
and Shinji when they want to meet under the cover of darkness and
glittering stars, and its secluded serenity aids in propelling their
romance. Yukio Mishima stunningly combines various literary elements to
create a story of timeless appeal which is resplendent with beauty,
romance, and mythic references.
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