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Inspired by the Japanese science fiction author, Izumi Suzuki, this issue
explores the radical and psychedelic culture of the 1960s that Suzuki
embraced and personified. Suzuki was a model, an actress in soft-porn
pink films, and an award-winning author. She was a fixture in the shortlived Group Sounds freakbeat music scene, which blasted away all night
long in small cafés like the Golden Cup in the Honmoku district of
Yokohama.
Through my lens, Suzuki, was a bit like Hunter S. Thompson. She created
and then was haunted by a wild, over-the-top self-image that she could
never escape. Suzuki became an icon in Tokyo's night-life as a drugcrazed, thrill seeking woman who rejected conformity, authority, and the
scorn of society at large. She was a proto-feminist, hedonist, dope fiend,
and an artist caught in a metaphysical bar fight between ego and identity.
Is there any way out of That Old Seaside Club? Not really.
And what was it that Suzuki revealed in her writing? Was it nihilism?
Was it true love? Was it an altered consciousness critique of the mundane
world. Yeah. Exactly.
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Japanese Freakbeat

1960s Guitar Sounds and artists in revolt
In the years before the Beatles arrived,
Japan had it's own thriving nightclub
music scene, and a home-grown
experimental performance art and protest
tradition that pushed back against the
status quo of conservatism.
The gas mask antics of the art activists
known as Zero Dimension, often included
nudity in crowded public places, followed

by arrests and obscenity trials. This only
seemed to spur them on to more
transgressive exploits. Zero Dimension
designed and acted out a series of political
commentary gishiki, or rituals, which
juxtaposed elements such as uniforms,
rope, gas masks, banners, and public
processions, together with dance-like
movements. The sweeping elbows stance
of the performers are a reflection of the
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local matsuri, those old-fashioned parades
for appeasing local spirits, re-enacting
legends, or dragging gigantic wooden
phalluses around town. As one does. In
Japan. Or in Komaki, at any rate.
By appropriating ceremonial dances into
their protest actions the costumes
themselves became an act of open
rebellion against cultural norms. The
zebra-striped gas masks, white gloves,
short pants, and studded leather bracelets
challenge the past, as if engaging in a
ritual battle.
The ongoing collision of tradition and
modernity in Japan took many forms
during the mid-1960s, from the grotesque
contortions of Butoh dance, to visually
intense graphic design, and a madcap pop
culture.

Ultra-Q (t.v. series), 1 966.

Poster for Tadanori Yokoo exibit, 201 7.

The rituals of Zero Dimension, with Yoshihiro Katō
(1936–2018) and Shin’ichi Iwata (1935–2017) as core
members, were known for their eccentric actions such as:
crouching on all fours, stark naked, and lighting candles
hanging out of their rears. These outlandish acts were
often featured in popular weekly magazines. The year
1967 was the peak of their activities: they held the
Metropolitan Chinchin Streetcar Funeral with Hanging
Nooses and Futon in March; they held the Collective
Ritual at Ultrasonic Bath in August; and they walked
through a shopping arcade at the Kinokuniya Building
wearing only gas masks and puttees in Buck-Naked Gas
Masked Walking Ritual in December. All of these
performances were landmark works which were
extremely bold and yet made subtle use of diverse spaces
within the urban environment.
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Metropolitan Chinchin Streetcar Funeral with Hanging Nooses and Futon, Zero Dimension (1 967).

The creative chaos of Japan's activist artists
in the early 1960s was influenced by the
disillusionment of the anti-US Treaty
protests. They witnessed what happened
in 1960, as tens of thousands of students
who joined forces with with millions of
union members failed to achieve any
results. This prompted the radical artists
to modify their strategy. They decided to
focus on overthrowing the patriarchical
and authoritarian forces pitted against
them by subverting the rituals and
customs of the establishment. They would
flip customary rituals inside-out, turning
them into shocking and surreal selfcommentaries.

Therefore it was to be expected that the
huge International Expo, planned for
Osaka in 1970, would be an unmatched
opportunity for acts of subversion. The
Expo viewed itself as a nation-saving
opportunity for Japan to display it's
achievements in science and technology.
The Expo would leap-frog the Nation out
of its post-war defeatism, and into the
center of production for the new
globalizing economy. In this sense, the
Expo was a collective psychological
projection into the future, where Japan
would stake a claim in yet to be invented
realms of micro-electronics, robotics,
automation, and design.
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The potential for a global audience in
attendance united several artists and
movements to create a collective called the
1970 Expo Destruction Joint-Struggle
Group (EDG). From their First Manifesto:
Of course, power should be unified in
order to be effective, and yet the new ‘e-ejanai-ka’ protest is meaningless if it does
not have over 10,000 participants. On the
other hand, we in the EDG are not afraid
of approaching politicians. Therefore we
can be immune to their brazen wickedness.
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The 1970 Osaka Expo functions as a
technological information machine with a
facade of culture and art. This machine is
an experiment of predictive cultural
control that will unconsciously manipulate
and brainwash human beings in the coming
century. The Expo, controlled by the
decadent madmen of the old system, is the
true violence of the 20th century.

The Expo is not a place to see things, but
to be seen by the 99%. Turning a place to
see into a place to be seen is the
Revolution.

This huge happening venue is waiting for
us with open arms. Just like holding a
geba-bo stick is a revolutionary act, let us
wear white gloves and raise one hand.
We'll walk like that for thirty minutes.
And for those brave hearts willing to be
more physical, you can achieve the second
revolution most pleasantly by lying in the
plaza fully clothed. Regulations write
“No casually lying on the ground,”
therefore, we must lie “seriously” with a
stern face!

EDG went on to develop their concepts
and methods in further manifestos,
culminating in a short analysis of what the
EXPO actually represents. This was
explained in Yoshihiro Katō's text called
Expo Destruction by Eros :
Expo (1 970) and Naoyoshi Hikosaka Revolution (1 971 ).
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Ironically, the Expo itself had been selfcritical from the start. They even gave an
official role to the ad-hoc group called
"Thinking the Expo," which had criticized
the Expo theme as superficial and
incoherent. Made up of scholars, media
theorists and science fiction writers, the
group developed around the newly
emerging concept of miraigaku , or future
studies.
"Despite the rose-colored sloganeering of the
official theme, (scorned in left-leaning media
and intellectual circles,) much ofthe discussion
in the Expo Theme Committee actually focused
on the contradictions, disharmony, and danger
in the world of the mid-1960s: the Cold War,
the threat of nuclear apocalypse,
overpopulation, social inequality, and
pollution." Gardner, 2011

p. 8

For the average Japanese youth of the mid1960s, the futility of protest, the
bewildering antics of radical art groups,
and the promise of techo-industrial
fantasies projected upon them by the
government left them cold, bored, and
disinterested.
They prefered to seek their own thrills by
absorbing and frollicking to the beat of
electric guitars, they preferred to get drunk
and crazy to the garage bands who
covered all the latest jukebox hits of rock
and roll. The eleki boomu would soon
explode into the Group Sounds
phenomenon, which had the strange
quality of being a completely made up
commodity of record producers while
inspiring a whole generation of beat,
degenerate, doped out druggies.
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This inner turmoil was explained by the
graphic artist, Tadanori Yokoo, who
thrived in the center of Shinjuku,
producing fantastic, psychedelic mashups
of ukiyo-e prints and surrealist collage:

Young women huffing glue, Shinjuku station, 1 968.

Because the penalties against illegal drugs
were so extreme, the music scene in Japan
did not tune in to the use of marijuana and
LSD, staples of the 1960s cultural
revolution that was then sweeping the
United States and Europe. In Japan, you'd
find gangs of young people, strung out on
huffing paint thinner in the Tokyo subway
stations, gathering by the hundreds for
impromptu folk music sessions.
They would get their kicks in late night
cafés frequented by American soldiers,
listening to the jukebox. Protesters in the
streets of 1968 had their counterpart in the
nihilistic and fatalistic drop-outs, the futen
drifters, who were hippies without the
weed, and psychedelic freaks without the
acid.
The dissociation between society and its
outcasts was fueled by the inexplicable
contradictions and collusions between
right and left, between conformists and
outlaws.

"The students were the central figures in most
of the political activities of the time. Out of
total chaos, this unknown energy was boiling
up. Through that energy many new means of
expression emerged simultaneously. It was a
very hot era. The students were full of energy,
but they didn't know what to do with it. There
wasn't a profound ideology behind what they
were doing. They just wanted to throw this
energy at something.
Back then I was a big fan of Ken Takakura
gangster movies. In all his films, he was so
right wing. He always played a very oldfashioned stereotypical Japanese. Ironically, all
the left-wing students were really into his films
and they packed the cinema. After being all
charged up by these films, the next day they
put on their helmets and went back into
political battles on the streets. So the students
could be both left and right, as if they were
double-sided, and they made clever use ofthis.
I couldn't really say if I was right or left. On
the one hand there was so much in Japanese
traditional culture which I wanted to protect.
At the same time another side of me really
wanted to destroy it. So I felt like I was being
split into two, with these conflicting feelings
that lived together inside ofme."

- from the film, Under the Skin (2002).
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The Beatles brief appearance at the
Budokan in Tokyo (June 1966) provoked a
firestorm of controversy and protest. As a
condition for them to perform, their
manager Brian Epstein set a minimum
take for each performance at $100,000.
That capacity could only be
accommodated by the Budokan, which
was the traditional venue for judo
matches, and considered a sacred place by
Japanese traditionalists. The threats by
ultra-nationalists resulted in a massive
turn-out of security personnel and a
military type of operation whenever the
Beatles moved from their locked-down
penthouse hotel suite to the stage.
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Pinky Chicks, 7 inch, Victor SV-682, March 1 968.

By the time their flight took off for Manila,
it seems that the fix was in for exploiting
the inevitable Beatlemania that followed.
There were scores of cover bands playing
Beatles songs, and a ravenous media
industry ready to reap profits from the
frenzy for pop music. Music historian and
critic Julian Cope put it this way:
"Group Sounds had ultimately become a
product created not by the musicians
themselves, but by hip managers, stylists,
hairdressers, record producers and musical
entrepreneurs (all of whom had shared a
mutual love for such scams as the Monkees and
A Hard Day's Night)."
see Cope, Japrocksampler, 2007.

Tokyo dancers, photo Michael Rougier, 1 964.

With Group Sounds, the Japanese music
industry had invented cloning. They
stamped out the equivalent of the
Monkees -- over and over again -- with
clockwork precision.
The Jacks, 7 inch, Express EP-11 22, 1 968.
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That is not to say the bands were just a
bunch of phonies, learning to play music
as they went along with the programme.
Most of them were experienced
performers with a few years of
nightclubbing under their belts.
Some of the bands had real talent, like the
Jacks, the Mops, and the Golden Cups,
who took their name from the small club
in Yokohama where they were the house
band.
Cope describes the Mops: "A dedicated

closely knit family whose love of garage rock
and the burgeoning psychedelia would, in the
coming years, help them to create some of the
most urgently deranged and euphorically
disruptive music of the entire Group Sounds
era. Moreover, it was the Mops' love of
rock'n'roll excess in all things - lighting rigs,
huge PA systems, FX pedals, etc. - that was to
goad other contemporary Japanese bands into
making real sonic statements."

And then there were the Golden Cups,

Akiko Wada's hit was Boy and Girl, RCA JRT-1 020, 1 969.

The Golden Cups, 7 inch, Capital CP-1 024, 1 968.

who spent so much time sniffing paint
thinner and glue, and riffing away all
night amidst the drunken American
soldiers and their fist fights, that they
could scarcely be propped up for their
publicity photos, let alone dressed in cute,
matching attire.
As for their music, the Golden Cups, like
any band of drug-addled youths were hit
or miss. They did a few terrific covers,
including a version of I'm So Glad that was
broadcast on NHK-TV 720, and they
recorded one real masterpiece, called This
Bad Girl.
If any single song from the whole corpus
of Group Sounds deserves to be called
freakbeat, it has got to be the Golden Cups'
This Bad Girl, the b-side of their 1968
Capitol Records 45. On this unbeatable
tune, Louis Louis Kabe thumped out a
perfect bass line and Eddie Ban scorched
the earth, moon, and stars with a truly
psychedelic lead guitar riff. It's so good
that the hook just plays over and over in
my brain whether I'm awake or asleep.
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The smokey voice of the Hawaiian-born
rythym guitarist Kenneth Ito drives the
song with amazing force, sounding almost
like a lost R&B female vocalist from
Motown. As if a bunch of crazy geniuses
got really wasted and all hit the perfect
wave at the same moment, This Bad Girl is
a tune you will never forget.
If the song itself was not enough, then you
can feast your senses to the eerie video
mashup on Youtube, that weaves the
music together with a drug-fueled club
scene from the 1969 film, The Funeral of
Roses . In this Oedipus Rex of the

p. 12

underground gay scene in Tokyo, the
transgender star goes wild on the dance
floor of a club, where she gets busted for
dealing drugs. How can you even begin to
describe this crystal pure synthesis of the
music with that lush, monochromatic and
gender-bending identity crisis?
This is the true freakbeat. And in those
crumbled ruins of a moment where pure
sensation peaked, we can get a sense of
what life was like for those Group Sounds
rockers. Let's get lost in space, you'll say
to yourself, on a misfired rocket that
burns your soul.
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izumi suzuki - terminal boredom
An interview with Daniel Joseph, translator The critic, Omori Nozomi, one of the big
of two short stories in the anthology Sci Fi critics in Japan, is of the opinion
Terminal Boredom (Verso Books, 2021 ).
that she just showed up too early, that she
was ahead of her time and that people
Lex: how is it that Isumi Suzuki is not weren't ready for it. The authors she
better known as an author?
influenced, many of whom were of the
same generation, became big in the 80s.
Daniel: You know, given her prescience, Like Haruki Murakami, Ryu Murakami,
her importance and relevance, and Amy Yamada, and Genichiro Takahashi.
considering her influence on other authors They took her influence and ran with it.
it is pretty shocking how unknown she is... They were able to make the crossover.
even in Japan.
Part of that may just be that they survived.
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Lex: Yeah, Izumi Suzuki did not survive.
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That's right, she committed
suicide in 1 986. So, when Verso Press
came to me and some friends with this
translation project, I was over the moon to
work on something like this. Bringing
Suzuki, who is someone -- I hate to say
undiscovered, because it sounds a bit
colonialist -- but an under-represented,
almost unknown author at this point, back
into the limelight was really exciting.

And she had been writing all along, you
could say that she was a prodigy as a
child. In 1 969 she quit her job and moved
to Tokyo to pursue life as a writer, and was
nominated for a writing prize that same
year. Once she was in Tokyo, she ended
up doing nude modeling, and she was in a
number of these porno films, what are
called pink films in Japan. But that was for
less than a year that she was doing that
work. Then she got nominated for another
writing prize, a big prize, and that became
a catalyst for her career as a writer.

Lex: Could I just read a few sentences

Lex: Tell me a little bit about the prize,

She committed suicide, is that right?

Daniel:

from this article, "Space, Body, and Aliens
in Japanese Science Fiction?" It said that
Suzuki was born in 1949, dropped out of
high school, ran away from home, and that
she worked as a nude model, as a porn
film star, and then she became a writer. In
the process she married a musician, Kaoru
Abe, who later died of an overdose. And
she also did nude modeling for Nobuyoshi
Araki.
Already we're looking at an
amazing biography. For example, she ran
away from home and became a nude
model... and she's been pinned with this
identity, which she actually had to climb
out of as a writer.

Daniel: There are some inaccuracies in

the biography there. She actually did
graduate from high school and she didn't
run away from home. She was from Itō, in
Shizuoka, where she graduated from high
school, and then for about a year she had
a job as a keypunch operator. She was
punching those early, proto-computer
keypunch cards at City Hall, in the town
where she was from.

and how she pivoted to science fiction.

Daniel: She didn't actually win the prize,

but it was a big enough deal that she was
nominated. it was the Bungakukai, the
New Writers Prize, which was enough to
push her into writing full time. There's an
anecdote from one of her publishers in
Japan, about the time when she got
nominated for the Bungakukai Prize and
she had to fill out a form with biographical
information about herself. At that time she
was still involved with Shūji Terayama's
performance troupe, Tenjō Sajiki. And
when she was trying to decide between
nude model or porn actress as her
occupation, she asked Terayama, who
said, "put down porn actress, it's much
more interesting."
That, ironically, pushed Suzuki away from
that kind of work, and into writing full time.

Lex: So when you say Shūji Terayama,

and the theatre troupe, this must have
been what, 1969, 1970?
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major universities and were barricaded in
there for the whole decade. There's
actually one dormitory in Kyoto -- I think it's
Doshishya University -- that's still occupied
by Marxists to this day.

Lex: [chuckling]
Daniel: However, the big protests in 1 960

were defeated. The treaty was ratified.
And then, when it was up for renewal in
1 970, there was a second round of these
big protests against Anpo. It was a do or
die moment for the student movement, and
it failed, too. I think that led to a lot of
disillusionment in the 1 970s.

Daniel: 1 969-1 970, that's exactly right.

You began to see radical armed factions,
the United Red Army and the Red Army
Faction. That's when you had the famous
hijacking where they landed the airplane in
Dubai, if I recall. There was the Ayama
Sanso Incident, in which some of these
United Red Army members occupied a
mountain villa, held a woman hostage, and
it ended up with a huge police siege.

Lex: So Japan was in a cultural ferment at What's interesting is that I think Suzuki
that time, and Suzuki was embroiled and
involved in the moment to the extent that
she continued to focus on it in her writing
and her life. So what was going on in
Japan in 1969, and what was she doing?

Daniel: What's interesting is that it was a

huge period of political upheaval. The
student movement was massive in the
60s. it kicked off in 1 960 with the Anpo
Protests in 1 960, and it continued all
through the 1 960s, There were Marxist
radicals who had taken over dorms at the

herself was divorced from the political side
of it. She was deeply enganged with the
sort of cultural foment at the time, but not
directly engaged with radical politics in her
life and work. Despite the fact that she
was working on the avante-garde arts side
of things with Shūji Terayama and Koji
Wakamatsu, who directed her in at least
one pink film. And although these guys
were deeply engaged with the student
movement, and with hardline radical
Marxist politics. Suzuki's interests seemed
to be more cultural.
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Lex: Let's talk about Koji Wakamatsu, who

directed about fifty of these pink films. He
hung around Shinjuku, Tokyo at the center
of an underground scene, a radicalized
new counter-culture, which was definitely
not accepting the status quo conservative
businessman of Japan Inc.
She was involved with Wakamatsu, who
might not have yet been radicalized yet,
because later on there was a film-maker
who he ended up going to Palestine with...

Daniel: is that Masao Adachi?
Lex: Yeah, Adachi and Wakamatsu went

to Cannes together and they were going to
go to Beirut, and then film a documentary
about the Palestinians. As far as I can tell,
that's when Wakamatsu really became
radicalized, and yet, people can live in a
liminal space between the ideological
extremes of Marxism and the neo-fascist
yakuza detective movies. Meanwhile, they
were filming their own nouvelle vague
versions of yakuza movies in the streets of
Tokyo.

Daniel: Yeah it's funny that the radical

Marxists in the student movement were
really obsessed with these yakuza movies
that were fairly conservative in their overall
outlook. Adachi himself was deeply
embedded in the student movement and in
really radical political action at the time.
more so than Wakamatsu, who was
engaged with those politics, and who
actually made a really stunning film called
United Red Army, later in the 2000s. In
that film he interrogates, in retrospect,
some of the militant politics of the time.
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As for Suzuki, she was in that space with
those people for sure, and she was not
interested in maintaining traditional values
of the demure woman. She was very in
your face. Seeing how she flaunted her
work in nude modeling, for example.
But I suspect this was more being a
feminist with a small f, I don't think she
would have seen herself as ideologically a
feminist. Yet you could consider her a
feminist for having engaged with science
fiction at all, which was an extremely male
field in Japan at that time. There's an
interview she did for the sf magazine Kiso
tengai, in an issue dedicated to women,
with Taku Mayumura who was one of the
prominent writers and gatekeepers of the
science fiction community. And when
Mayumura mentions the SF Writer's Club,
Suzuki half-jokingly asks about joining.
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It becomes clear that that possibility was
not really on the table, even for discussion.
But it is a fact that she was overtly coming
into that space and writing science fiction...

Lex: I think she was a very literary person,

like Angela Carter. She seems to have a
way of taking her own life and injecting it
into these science fictional states. I don't
want to call them scenes, or landscapes,
because they are more like states of mind.
Is she talking to an alien, or is this a
metaphor?

Daniel: There's a whole sub-genre of her
work that I call Alien or Crazy in my mind.
Am I an alien, or am I just crazy? Am I
now talking to an alien, or am I just crazy?

Lex: Well, it's like Queen of the States, by
Josephine Saxton.

Daniel: There are authors, both Western

and Japanese to whom she can be
compared, although I think she was really
unique. Angela Carter is one those to
whom she's been compared and Anna
Kavan.

p. 19

Daniel: She was certainly a fan of his, I

know she liked Ubik in particular. Suzuki
and her husband certainly abused pills.
Drugs in the Japanese context of that time
meant pills. There wasn't a lot of marijuana
or cocaine floating around. There were a
lot of pills. They were taking a lot of
downers.
That's how Abe died, his overdose in 1 978
was accidental. He took ninety-eight
tablets of Bromisoval over the course of
the evening. He was just so out of it that
he couldn't remember or not whether he'd
taken any, so he just kept taking more and
more. So I think the drug-induced state of
mind was very familiar to her. I'm sure it
was not an unambiguous relationship that
Suzuki had with drugs.
When you see that in her stories, it's
certainly a way of her working out her
substance abuse. at least that's the way
we would characterize it now, but maybe
she didn't think about it that way. I think
she felt very free to do whatever she
wanted to her own body, even eager to, I
guess.

They were working out their own mental
health issues in their writing in some ways.
Philip K Dick is one of the primary
touchstones. She was avowedly a huge
fan of his.

Lex: When I read the stories in Terminal

Boredom, I noticed a lot of talk about
drugs, and about the fugue states between
hallucination and reality, and then time
travel, that seemed purely out of a PKD
novel, too.

For the Damaged Right Eye,

a film by Toshio Matsumoto, 1 963.
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Akiko Wada and friends in Stray Cat Rock: Delinquent Girl Boss (1970).

Lex: So tell me more about feminist with a Women and Women, a very ambiguous
small f. A lot of the stories in Terminal
Boredom are about relationships and
these relationships are different in the way
that there's not necessarily an opposite
gender there, or a gender fluidity of some
kind that I think is quite astonishing
considering that these were written in the
1 970s. That's something we would look at
today and say that this is all about the
pronoun that you want to choose. and we
would accept that now as a cultural norm.
But back then it must have been really like
science fiction!

portrayal of matriarchal society. It was a
different time and place, of course, and
she wasn't out there with a flag, beating
the drum of intersectional feminism.

Lex: That's true, and yet that story takes

place in a futuristic society -- they call it a
utopia -- but things are not all fine. The
society is comprised of all women, with
the men separated into a place called a
GETO. So Suzuki was taking the gender
issues and putting them at the very center
of the story.

Daniel: Absolutely. I don't have a sense of Daniel: She was clearly thinking about
what the gender fluidity meant in her
stories. she had some very traditional
views of what it meant to be a woman. she
was really into makeup and clothes, and
presenting herself as a very feminine, sexy
female presence. That was a big thing for
her. So it's interesting to see all of that
gender fluidity in the stories. But in terms
of feminism, you see in the first story,

this. and although she was directly
dealing with these issues, there isn't an
easy answer, and she's working out
complex thoughts and feelings.
She gets compared to James Tiptree Jr. a
lot, but I think for biographical reasons.
They both became science fiction writers,
and they both killed themselves.
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After the book was done, I went to re-read
Tiptree to investigate that connection. But
I find in Tiptree that her agenda is much
more obvious, which I don't find in Suzuki.
There's a quote in which Suzuki says "if
you're arguing for something you have to
seem like you're not arguing for it." She
was really in control of her craft. None of
this is accidental. She was deeply thinking
about art, about craft, and literature and
her approach to it. There's no doubt that
she was intentionally coming at these
topics from oblique angles.

Lex: In the story, That Old Seaside Club,

the female protagonist is caught between
two men, one of them is this guy who she's
sort of going out with, but not really, and
they're both very ambiguous about
whether they're interested in each other.
They play a sort of game asking each
other, are you on those drugs? Are you
still taking those pills? At one point she
goes into the bathroom and she sees her
green face in the mirror before she vomits.
Then she pats some powder on her face
and goes back out into the bar, where
there is this other guy who thinks has
some claim on her because she went out
with him once.
He grabs her by the arm and then she
kicks him down some steps. So it
becomes this surreal bar fight, even
though it's all in slow motion and it's not
very violent. And then she says: "I'd

always assumed that I just wasn't
capable of seeing myself with real
emotional clairity." The guy beside her
responds, "well without emotional clarity

Suzuki in Nobuyoshi Araki's This Bad Girl (2002).

you'll never make it to the big leagues, and
you'll still be stuck among the amateurs."

"Wow! It got
really meta-textual there for a second!"
At this point, I was thinking,

Daniel: People caution against reading

too much of an author into their text, but I
think with Suzuki it's really there. I think a
lot of it is about her life, and about her
relationship with her husband which was
very tempestuous.
In terms of what you're saying about the
philosophical side. I think that's where the
science fiction comes in. She wrote
"mundane" fiction, and like PKD, a lot of
the mundane fiction was not very
interesting. Science fiction gave Suzuki
that extra angle, distance, alienation that
allows the personal, immediate, and
emotional experiences to be interrogated
from a philosophical angle.
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Lex: There's this other story, where a

group of alien beings have created a
synthetic reality for themselves using
human tropes. Those tropes were very
specifically based on Japanese 1960s pop
culture. That was really like a PKD story.
As you said, it gave her an opportunity, to
work through these emotional scenarios
and relationships in an artifical way that's
skewed. You can see things from an
altered state of consciousness, because it
is from the pov of these aliens and they
don't quite know how they are doing all this
stuff in human forms.

Daniel: That story is hilarious but quite

unsettling at the same time, and it reveals
something about her relationship to
culture. She was obsessed with Group
Sounds, the garage rock of Japan. In a
way, she never let go of it, and as time
moved on, the more she felt out of time,
stuck in that 1 960s rock-and-roll culture.
But she was self-aware enough to
understand these things. In her stories, like
the one you mentioned, she was able to
step outside and look at what it means to
have that kind of pop culture and examine
what it means to engage with it, she's
being both self-aware and self-critical.
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nations, which is transposed to alien
cultures. And the conclusion is that there's
no way to work it out, we'll just have a war.
But it's not very serious. It's really bizarre.

Daniel: It reads as anti-colonial, but
there's two sentences there at the end, a
denoument tacked on that is a powerful
rebuke to colonialism. Clearly, that's not
happenstance. She knew what she was
doing. She was very much in control. So
there is a political element there, but
precisecly due to the off-hand way she
injects it into the story is powerful.

Lex: Do you think she was talking about
the US occupation, or presence in Japan?

Lex: How about the last two stories in the

book. In Forgetting, there's a relationship
between a woman and an alien. We were
talking about how sf gives her a chance to
be more philosophical and work through
ordinary
human
problems
and
relationships through an altered state of
consciousness. In that story she is being a
bit more political in talking about prejudices
and nationalism and the friction among

Women writers special issue SF magajin (Nov 1975).
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Daniel: It was actually an occupation for
the first decade after the war, and in
Okinawa they'll tell you it still is an
occupation. But I don't know if she was
talking about that. Japan has it's own
history of colonialism. The Japanese
empire, prior to WWII, had ruthlessly
colonized huge swathes of the Pacific and
East Asia. I'm not sure if she was talking
about that, and even the relationship side,
it could be that she was just talking about
her husband. Maybe sometimes relating
to him felt like relating to an alien.
That story was from 1 977, and so that was
the year that she and her husband
divorced. The year before he died.

Lex: Oh, so it could be more personal,
then.

Daniel: Yeah, I would be hard pressed not

to read some of her personal life into that
story. And then you mentioned Terminal
Boredom, that's later. That was published
in 1 984, six years after Abe died. His
death was a huge blow to Suzuki, even
though their relationship was really difficult
and they did divorce, they were both very
very intense people. And they were very
unusual people. There's an element to
their relationship where they found each
other, and found out that they were the
only other person whom they could really
relate to. So when he died Suzuki felt
fairly lost, at sea. You get a sense of a lost
feeling in those later years of her life. She
produced some of her best sf during that
time. But in those stories like Terminal
Boredom you can just feel the darkness,
and the anomie is just palpable.
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Lex: As the translator, can you synopsize
that story? Did you have any trouble
translating it?

Daniel: That one... I think finding the way

to capture the voices of the two characters
was the main thing. It's from the
perspective of a young woman in a
relationship with a young man. It's in a
future scenario in which youth
unemployment is almost total. And
lethargy has become endemic to the
populace.
And young people are
confounded by things like how older
people can go to work and conduct love
affairs. That sort of passion is totally alien
to the young people. They're looking for
anything to distract themselves. The guy
that she's involved with gets this new
implant that allows him to become one with
the television and to zone out permanently.
And he's encouraging her to get one, too.

Lex: What do you say to nihilism? Is
Terminal Boredom really a nihilistic story?

Daniel: There's certainly despair in there

and it could be considered nihilistic. But I
don't think that's where she was coming
from. My read on it is that she was writing
about the hopelessness that she was
experiencing. And feeling frustrated and
fed up with the world. It was a couple
years later that she killed herself. And she
didn't do a lot of writing between Terminal
Boredom and that time.

Lex: If we look at what's going on in

Japan in those days... I recall Ezra Vogel's
Japan as Number One and it seemed like
those were the boom years. Everyone was
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being recruited and everyone was getting
a salary. Any yet she was stuck in this
rebellious rock band era, thinking that the
culture around her was all empty and she
had nothing to do. In a way she was
predicting things, because when the
economy did crash and there was a period
of stagnation for twenty years, you had
many young people sitting out on the
street corner and saying, "I just don't care."
At the end of the documentary film, "Under
the Skin," (2012) after they've interviewed
the major figures of Japan's 1960s and
1970s cultural movements, they go and
talk to kids on the street. A couple of them
say, "oh yeah, the sixties were cool, people
fought for something they believed in." But
a lot of them just said, "I don't know. I
have no thoughts about it. I don't have
any dreams. There's nothing I want to
do..."

Daniel: it's not the only documenary to do

this. but there's this narrative, that may or
may not be grounded in reality, that says
young Japanese people have no concept
of the past. There's a great documentary
about nuclear issues in Japan, which starts
interviewing people in the street of
Harajuku or somewhere in Tokyo and
asking "What does the date August 6th,
1 945 mean to you?" And all the young
people in the film say, "Oh, I have no idea."
It's similar in "Under the Skin," as if young
Japanese people are ignorant of the past,
the implication is meant to be that they are
superficial. It's possible Suzuki was
experiencing that in her own life in the
1 980s, that she felt a lack of engagement.
And maybe the economic success, and the
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business success that it heralded, seemed
like an empty soulless society to her,
devoid of the culture and struggle that
interested her. Maybe it was overlayed on
her own feelings of despair and what we'd
call depression.

Lex: You made a good point, that is by
comparison, when the economy is
booming and everybody is happy with a
bunch of superficial nonsense, we can feel
despair that all those things meaningful to
us are just ignored and worthless to the
rest of the society. And yet I felt the
vibrance was all on the side of Izumi
Suzuki, and Koji Wakamatsu, and this guy,
the painter Tadanori Yokoo. That's where
all the interest is.
There's the rub, isn't it? You can be a
salaryman and be obsessed with a whole
bunch of minute details in daily life that you
have to do in order to survive, or you can
just float. And in that floating world you
can find the meaning of your own
consciousness and turn it into art.

Daniel: The reason I hesitate to accept

this idea that young Japanese are ignorant
and superficial is that I know plenty of
people in Japan right now who are
absolutely refusing to participate in the
mainstream society, business, and
education system. And they are making
art, making music, and doing all kinds of
interesting things. And of course, that has
to have been true all along, right? At any
given moment where you can find some
kids on the street in Shibuya who are
ignorant of the past, you can find others
who are engaged somewhere else.
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Lex: We're talking about Suzuki not being

well known, and now there's this new book
of translations that you've done.
Potentially a new generation of English
readers can find out about her and what
was going on in those times, through this
channel. But what about in Japan where
she was always kind of famous and people
know who she is?

Daniel: I wonder how many people in

Japan know who she is. There are
certainly fans on the Internet with websites
dedicated to her, but she's not a household
name by any means. What I actually hope
is that this book, if it's successful enough,
will have a splashback effect at it'll raise
her profile a bit in Japan as well. Because
she has fallen through the cracks, as we
said earlier and I think it would be great if
Izumi Suzuki took her rightful place in the
pantheon. I think her writing is great on its
own merits but it's also an important piece
in the historical puzzle.

Interview with Daniel Joseph
on Diamond Bay Radio:

https://tinyurl.com/3za2yz6j
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