
Haruki	Murakami:	The	Elephant	Vanishes	
 

Lesson	Focus:	Symbolic	Animals	
 

The Elephant Vanishes is the title piece of the short story collection, but Murakami saves this story till 
last. By now, the reader has encountered many animals scattered throughout the anthology, some 

lost or disappeared, others appearing only in dreams or fantasy sequences. The purpose of this lesson 

is to understand the symbolism of aspects of the natural world in the short story anthology. 

 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

Try to answer these questions from memory: 

1. What time does the narrator’s alarm clock wake him 

up in the morning? 

a) 6.02 

b) 6.13 

c) 6.37 

d) 6.54	

2. Who was the last known person to see the 
elephant? 

a) The narrator. 

b) School children. 

c) The zoo-keeper. 

d) The town mayor. 

3. What is one of the only defining characteristics of 
the elephant? 

a) His long trunk. 

b) His sturdy legs. 

c) His circular ears. 

d) His white tusks. 

4. Which of these is not one of the problems in 
explaining the elephant’s disappearance? 

a) His enclosure gate was too small for the elephant to 

pass through. 

b) The steel cuff was still fastened to his leg. 

c) The route of escape was blocked by a high fence. 

d) There were no tracks left by the elephant. 

5. What job does the lady in the story have? 

a) Zoo-keeper. 

b) Newspaper reporter. 

c) Kitchen designer. 

d) Editor of a magazine. 

6. What is the most important point in today’s kitchen 
designs? 

a) Beauty. 

b) Function. 

c) Unity. 

d) Price. 

	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

These questions require a little more thought. Skim and scan to find the relevant information, and try to 
express your ideas in short answers. 

1. What is the media reaction to the story of the disappearing elephant? 

 

 

• Significance: 
 
 



 
2. Describe the relationship between the elephant and the zookeeper: 

 

 

 

• Significance: 

 

 

3. After the elephant vanishes, what happens to the surrounding enclosures?  
 
 

 

 

• Significance:  

 

4.  What is the narrator’s occupation, as described to the woman in the story?  

 

 

 

• Significance:  
 
 

5. What happens on the date between the narrator and the woman in the story? 

 

 

 

• Significance:  
 
 
 

6. How does this, the final story in the collection, end? 

 

 

 

• Significance:  
 

 

 



 

 

Discussion Point: interacting with nature 
 

Think about moments in the story collection where the characters encounter something – an 
animal, creature or element – from the natural world. This may be a real encounter or a dream. 
What do these encounters involve? How do the characters act? What happens to the animals or 
elements? What seems to be the relationship between people and nature in this story collection? 

Note down your ideas: 

 

	
 

 

 

 

Literary Study: pathetic fallacy 
 

The wind-up bird in the first story is a form of pathetic fallacy.  Pathetic Fallacy is a category of 
figurative language by which human feelings, actions or concerns are assigned to the natural world. 
The quintessential example is when a ‘dark and stormy night’ is the backdrop to some kind of 
trouble in the human world.  

Also called Emotional Fallacy, the term was first used by the Victorian writer, John Ruskin (he used 
the term derogatively, saying the use of pathetic fallacy was a ‘false association’ – that’s why it’s 
called a fallacy). Now, we use the term neutrally to describe, not criticize, the association of human 
attributes with the natural world. The differences between pathetic fallacy and personification are 
small: pathetic fallacy must involve a transfer of emotion in addition to performing an action. 
Moreover, personification attributes human actions to any non-human object (like teapots, cars and 
telephone poles): pathetic fallacy must involve elements of the natural world. A further category of 
personification is anthropomorphism, where animals literally act like humans: they talk, live in 
houses, have jobs and so on. 

 

Create a guide to pathetic fallacy in The Elephant Vanishes collection. Include examples of 
animals and elements of nature. Explain their symbolic uses. Examples to get you started might 
be: 

• The wind-up bird; 
• The disappearing cat; 
• The vanishing elephant; 
• The raging wind. 

 


