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A Pale View of Hills
by Kazuo Ishiguro

CHAPTER ONE

Niki, the name we finally gave my younger
daughter, is not an abbreviation; it was a compromise
I reached with her father. For paradoxically it was he
who wanted to give her a Japanese name, and | —
perhaps out of some selfish desire not to be reminded
of the past —insisted on an English one. He finally
agreed to Niki, thinking it had some vague echo of the
East about it.

She came to see me earlier this year, in April, when
the days were still cold and drizzly. Perhaps she had
intended to stay longer, I do not know. But my country
house and the quiet that surrounds it made her restless,
and before long I could see she was anxious to return
to her life in London. She listened impatiently to my
classical records, flicked through numerous magazines.
The telephone rang for her regularly, and she would
stride across the carpet, her thin figure squeezed into
her tight clothes, taking care to close the door behind
her so I would not overhear her conversation. She left
after five days.

She did not mention Keiko until the second day.
It was a grey windy morning, and we had moved the
armchairs nearer the windows to watch the rain falling
on my garden.

“Did you expect me to be there?“ she asked. “At the
funeral, I mean.*

“No, [ suppose not. I didn’t really think you’d
come.”

“It did upset me, hearing about her. I almost came.*

“I never expected you to come.”

“People didn’t know what was wrong with me,“
she said. “I didn’t tell anybody. I suppose I was
embarrassed. They wouldn’t understand really, they
wouldn’t understand how I felt about it. Sisters are
supposed to be people you're close to, aren’t they.
You may not like them much, but you're still close to
them.That’s just not how it was though. I don’t even
remember what she looked like now.*

“Yes, it’s quite a time since you saw her.”

“I just remember her as someone who used to make
me miserable. That’s what I remember about her. But [
was sad though, when I heard *

Perhaps it was not just the quiet that drove my
daughter back to London. For although we never dwelt
long on the subject of Keiko’s death, it was never far
away, hovering over us whenever we talked.

Keiko, unlike Niki, was pure Japanese, and more
than one newspaper was quick to pick up on this
fact. The English are fond of their idea that our race
has an instinct for suicide, as if further explanations
are unnecessary; for that was all they reported, that
she was Japanese and that she had hung herself in her
room.
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Perhaps more important than any other factor
in this whole problem of language and style is the
typical Japanese dislike of the verbal. It might be
said that the culture is primarily visual, not verbal,
in orientation, and social decorum provides that
reticence, not eloquence, is rewarded. Similarly, in
art it is not articulation but the subtle art of silence
that is valued. . . .

I do not believe it an overstatement to say that
writing in Japanese is always something of an act
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of defiance. Silence not only invites and seduces
all would-be speakers and writers, but is in fact a
powerful compulsion throughout the whole society.
To bring forth a written work to break this silence
is thus often tantamount to the writer's sacrifice of
himself, via defeat and exhaustion.

Masao Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence: The Modern
Japanese Novel, “Preface”, xv
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In October 1999, I was invited by the German poet
Christoph Heubner on behalf of the International
Auschwitz Committee to spend a few days visiting
the former concentration camp. . . . I felt I'd come
close, geographically at least, to the heart of the
dark force under whose shadow my generation had
grown up. At Birkenau, on a wet afternoon, I stood
before the rubbled remains of the gas chambers—
now strangely neglected and unattended—Ileft much
as the Germans had left them after blowing them up
and fleeing the Red Army. They were now just damp,
broken slabs, exposed to the harsh Polish climate,
deteriorating year by year. My hosts talked about
their dilemma. Should these remains be protected?
Should Perspex domes be built to cover them
over, to preserve them for the eyes of succeeding
generations? Or should they be allowed, slowly and
naturally, to rot away to nothing? It seemed to me a
powerful metaphor for a larger dilemma. How were
such memories to be preserved? Would the glass
domes transform these relics of evil and suffering
into tame museum exhibits? What should we choose
to remember? When is it better to forget and move
on?

I was forty-four years old. Until then I'd considered
the Second World War, its horrors and its triumphs,
as belonging to my parents' generation. But now
it occurred to me that before too long, many who
had witnessed those huge events at first hand would
not be alive. And what then? Did the burden of
remembering fall to my own generation? We hadn't
experienced the war years, but we'd at least been
brought up by parents whose lives had been indelibly
shaped by them. Did I, now, as a public teller of
stories, have a duty I'd hitherto been unaware of? A
duty to pass on, as best I could, these memories and
lessons from our parents' generation to the one after
our own? (27-9)

One evening in early 2001, in the darkened front
room of our house in North London (where we were
by then living), Lorna and I began to watch, on a
reasonable quality VHS tape, a 1934 Howard Hawks
film called Twentieth Century. The film's title, we
soon discovered, referred not to the century we'd
then just left behind but to a famous luxury train of
the era connecting New York and Chicago. As some
of you will know, the film is a fast-paced comedy, set
largely on the train, concerning a Broadway producer
who, with increasing desperation, tries to prevent
his leading actress going to Hollywood to become a
movie star. (31-32)
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So we come to the present. | woke up recently
to the realisation I'd been living for some years in
a bubble. That I'd failed to notice the frustration
and anxieties of many people around me. I saw
that my world—a civilised, stimulating place filled
with ironic, liberal-minded people—was in fact
much smaller than I'd ever imagined. 2016, a year
of surprising—and for me depressing—political
events in Europe and in America, and of sickening
acts of terrorism all around the globe, forced me to
acknowledge that the unstoppable advance of liberal-
humanist values I'd taken for granted since childhood
may have been an illusion.

I'm part of a generation inclined to optimism,
and why not? We watched our elders successfully
transform Europe from a place of totalitarian regimes,
genocide and historically unprecedented carnage to
a much-envied region of liberal democracies living
in near-borderless friendship. We watched the old
colonial empires crumble around the together with
the reprehensible assumptions that underpinned
them. We saw significant progress in feminism,
gay rights and the battles on several fronts against
racism. (38-39)

I'll have to carry on and do the best I can. Because
I still believe that literature is important, and will be
particularly so as we cross this difficult terrain. . . .
So I am optimistic. Why shouldn't I be? (42—43)
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