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The Australian POWs' Experiences Depicted in Connection with
Basho and Issa:
Richard Flanagan’s The Narrow Road to the Deep North

H &E
TANAKA Hidebumi

Abstract: The Australian author Richard Flanagan’s 6th novel, The Narrow Road to the Deep
North 2013), which was awarded the 2014 Man Booker Prize, deals with the Australian POWSs’
dire experiences under the Japanese military in Siam during World War II. The protagonist
Dorrigo Evans, an Australian medical officer (colonel), is forced, together with about a thousand
Australian POWs nominally under his command, to work for the construction of the Thai-Siam
Railroad and suffers inexpressively painful conditions—physical and mental. He comes to
realize that the essence of our lives is suffering and cannot free himself of this realization of the
basic absurdity of the universe even after he comes home and is hailed as something of a
national hero after the war.

The novel makes use of the technique of the epigraph rather systematically: at the beginning
of each of the five parts which comprise the work, a haiku poem by either Matsuo Basho or
Kobayashi Issa is employed as an epigraph. The work, therefore, together with the adoption of
the title of Basho’s classical work as its own title, may seem to be basically sympathetic with the
Japanese way of thinking, but in actuality it reveals a more subtle and tragic attitude toward
the usefulness of literary sensibility, including that of traditional Japan, in confrontation of the
suffering which is inherent to the universe. This interpretation may be justified by the epigraph
of the entire novel: a line from Paul Celan—"Mother, they write poems,” in which “they” must

mean the Nazis people.

Key words: World War II, Australian POWs, forced labour, suffering, absurdity, epigraph,
Basho, Issa, Paul Celan, literary sensibility-
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BRI 2B D207, F L CTEBRTALL T2 5L, FHEIIIDO O HIFE LS
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3 TBTITOMEE
TE T 7 OMIEE R S B TON TODEIETH L3, AMERTIXZNRHCAIZ L,
TIPS ZOMERIE, RS RERICR LT EAHFRICENENTE S T 7REIMN TR, £
OERSETRIT UREDE L2 5 DIFETH D, TNOHDOTE T T T752HLNEHE LD TRLT
BE—
ETESEN Mother, they write poems./ Paul Celan

F1ED Abee /staggers/ out of the peony./ Basho

525 From that woman/on the beach, dusk pours out/across the evening
waves./Issa

SRR A world of dew/and within every dewdrop/a world of struggle. /Issa

A The world of dew/is only a world of dew---/and yet. /Issa

5 5ER In this world/we walk on the roof of hell/gazing at flowers. /Issa
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BN E W) —ROMRAGTE R E L <R L, 7 T T ARNERD A 2 — 1Bk 5,
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TEPIKDD Z &%, EHITEADFRRE L 2> TS & LThH, A—fRORKIIHET S
AEHOZE LW ThH D, ETAEMORHEET, =T NEHID R k7oA IOFED==
— R IFHETHIFETHHT= [ F DMEIZHOWME—D 5 %] (the only lie Ella ever told him) (446
BH) —Z S0 FR<BnsnT, R ATBIT2EDOARFH I ZHIROT D E#HEDA ha—
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