
How is ‘home’ depicted in two of the literary works you have studied and to what 
effect? 

The word ‘home’ carries strong connotations.  Some people associate ‘home’ with childhood, the 
place one grew up. Home might suggest a particular country of origin, a place in which a person’s 
ideals and values were formed. While it’s normally a physical location, a person’s ‘house’, the 
word furthermore suggests safety, security, family, protectiveness, solidity; a ‘new home’ carries 
with it suggestions of permanent change or can be a reward at the end of a challenging journey. I 
am interested in exploring how these connotations are suggested in two texts: Border Town by 
Shen Congwen and The Elephant Vanishes by Haruki Murakami. In the former text, ‘home’ is 
depicted in a traditional way. Cuicui lives with her grandfather in their family home, a place of 
security and safety. She returns home whenever she feels threatened or overwhelmed out in the 
wider world. By contrast, ‘home’ in The Elephant Vanishes is depicted in a more ambiguous way. 
Homes tend to be just ‘houses’; places where people isolate themselves against a sinister and 
dangerous ‘outside’. In the worst scenarios, homes are illusions of safety and are acutally cold 
spaces, lacking any of the positive connotations that one normally associates with ‘home’. 
Nevertheless, despite differing depictions of ‘home,’ both texts explore the idea that leaving 
one’s home is a significant moment, a rite of passage than one must undergo in order to grow, 
change and develop – or to discover the truth about the world. 

At the beginning of Border Town, Shen Congwen spends some considerable time describing 
Cuicui’s home. She lives in a small cottage by the side of the White River. Her grandfather is the 
local ferryman and is respected by the townspeople for this important community role. The 
cottage is primitive and poor – yet surrounded by warm feelings. Her house is heavily associated 
with her grandfather, who raised Cuicui in place of her mother after she drowned when Cuicui 
was still a baby. Therefore, Cuicui’s home is a place of safety for her. This protectiveness is 
symbolised in two ways by the writer: firstly, next to her home is a grove of bamboo trees. 
Bamboo is a symbol of Cuicui’s core identity. Her name is connected to the emerald green of the 
bamboo that covers the hills around their home (in Chinese language, Cuicui means ‘green jade’) 
and her grandfather’s boat is made of bamboo. As a historical symbol of China, bamboo also 
associates with the older, traditional values of Cuicui’s upbringing. When Cuicui feels upset, she 
hides inside the grove of bamboo trees which form a literal shield around her. Secondly, Cuicui is 
always accompanied by her yellow dog, a constant companion who symbolises protectiveness. 
On one occasion, when she is in town and her dog becomes lost, she visibly panics. Only when 
her dog is by her side does she feel the security and comfort that is traditionally associated with 
‘home’. 

As she grows older, she is often tempted away from her home by the sights and sounds of 
Chadong, a nearby town. Compared to Cuicui’s home, the town is a busy place, full of strangers 
and people of dubious reputation. Prostitutes freely call out to entice customers, and what 
Congwen calls ‘big-city hangers-on’ line the streets. Although she grows increasingly tempted by 



the sights of the town, she is still too young and innocent to venture into the modern world 
alone – therefore, when she feels threatened or confused, she runs home. As the reader 
compares the two places, it becomes clear that Cuicui’s home represents a traditional vision of 
China, a peasant utopia of healthy farmers, strong moral values, and vigour. The town represents 
the modernisation of China, complete with imported American Kerosene Oil and a growing 
economy – but it’s also a place of declining morals and values. Linking the two places is the 
White River (‘Bai Shui’ in Chinese) that is clear and bright as it flows next to Cuicui’s house, but 
becoming muddy and dark as it nears the town. The river is a symbol of the moral decay and 
decadence that, in Congwen’s view, accompanies modernisation in China.  

By contrast, in The Elephant Vanishes, a collection of short stories by Haruki Murakami, despite 
people living in family units and often owning nice modern houses, very rarely does the reader 
feel the warmth, comfort and protectiveness of home as described by Shen Congwen. Instead, 
houses tend to be cold spaces, designed for functionality rather than comfort. This is most 
apparent in the final story of the collection. The narrator works for an interior design company 
and, near the end of the story, reflects upon the design principles of his job: ‘Unity of colour. Unity 
of design. Unity of function.’ The phrases he uses mirror corporate slogans from advertising and 
marketing, even down to the pattern of three and repetition. The idea of ‘unity’ suggests a cut-
out world where everything is just ‘copy-and-paste’ and no individuality exists. Whereas Cuicui’s 
house associates with the traditional values of old China, Murakami’s narrator unwittingly reveals 
the values of new, Japan: cold, corporate, superficial. The narrator even uses the English word 
for ‘kitchen’ (pronouncing it ‘kit-chin’) to suggest that traditional Japanese culture is being lost in 
today’s globalised and consumerist Japan. Writing in the 1990s, Murakami is influenced by the 
bursting of the housing bubble and the depressed economy that created a ‘Lost Decade’ in 
Japan. His depiction of ‘home’ is therefore a grey and lifeless place, suffering from an unseen 
‘malaise’ that nobody can quite put their fingers on, but is tangible in the descriptions of places 
they live.  

Despite presenting opposite depictions of ‘home’, where these two works are similar is in the 
way they treat leaving home as a significant – even life changing – moment. Both writers reveal 
how leaving home is a rite of passage necessary for the growth and development of a character. 
In Murakami’s stories, the narrator of the first story (Wind-up Bird and Tuesday’s Women) 
voluntarily isolates himself inside his home. He is reluctant to leave and participate in wider 
society. His only communication with the outside world is through the telephone, and he even 
gets angry when he has to answer phone calls! The alley outside his house is described as having 
‘no entrance and exit’ symbolically trapping him in a limbo-like existence. He suffers from the 
same ‘general malaise’ as other characters in Murakami’s stories; when his wife tries to persuade 
him to find a new job, he replies: ‘Now hold on a minute’ and ‘I don’t know… I really don’t know.’ The 
repetition of ‘I don’t know’ is significant: throughout the story he often replies ‘I don’t know’ when 
he is asked questions, suggesting he is lost and directionless in life. However, his wife finally 
manages to persuade him to leave the house to search for their cat, who has gone missing. 



Stepping outside is a momentous moment for the narrator. His self-imposed isolation reflected a 
Japanese cultural phenomenon called ‘hikokomori,’ a form of severe social withdrawal in 
modern-day Japan often suffered by young men. It may be a reaction to the high-pressured yet 
unfulfilling culture of corporate working life in Japan. So, when his narrator summons up the 
courage to leave, Murakami describes the outside world as almost painfully bright and 
dangerous: the sun ‘cuts’ through the air and shadows ‘glue’ him to the ground. Branches of trees 
‘overhang’ him ominously and dangerously. Nevertheless, despite the danger present in the 
outside world, Murakami implies that exploration is essential to character growth. While in the 
lanes outside his house, the narrator is given the opportunity to ‘escape’ the prison of his home 
and discover more about the world through his interaction with the people he encounters. 

Similarly, leaving home is a significant and momentous decision for Cuicui. Being a young 
woman, she is caught between the traditional values embodied by her grandfather’s house and 
the attractive modernity of Chadong. She is constantly tempted by sounds that drift across the 
river from the town. Of particular significance is the beating of the drums as the young men 
paddle boats on the river. Associated with masculinity and sexuality, these sounds appeal to 
Cuicui and are a sign of her sexual awakening. Nevertheless, she feels duty-bound to stay with 
her grandfather, only venturing into town on rare occasions. Therefore, when Cuicui’s 
grandfather dies and Cuicui loses his protection, Congwen employs the device of pathetic fallacy 
to mark the significance of this moment: an incredible storm rages throughout this chapter, and 
the river floods, destroying the pagoda that stood behind the cottage and damaging the house 
itself. This moment marks the transition from Cuicui’s childhood to adulthood and she has to 
leave her house and go to live in Chadong. Interestingly, at the end of the story, Cuicui decides 
not to leave her family home. After a short time in the town while her cottage is repaired, she 
returns home to take her grandfather’s place, even rebuilding his bamboo boat and taking his 
place as the village ferrywoman. Through this action, Cuicui aligns herself with the traditional 
values embodied by her grandfather, and that Congwen suggests are, after all, more fulfilling 
than a dubious life in town. 

In conclusion, Shen Congwen and Haruki Murakami depict the idea of home in radically different 
ways due to their personal ideas about culture and society. Congwen looks backwards to a 
simpler time before China modernised. Therefore, Cuicui’s home is warm, comforting and safe. 
By contrast, Murakami depicts a world changed by artifice, consumerism and modernism. 
Therefore, his homes are either cold, lifeless places, or simply ‘houses’ in which people isolate 
themselves from the warmth of human connection.  Both writers explore the significance of 
leaving home: but whereas Congwen imagines always returning to one’s roots and continuing 
family traditions, Murakami suggests that one must break out of the illusory safety of home 
which is just another piece of soulless, consumerist society. 


