
Haruki	Murakami	Stories:	The	Wind-up	Bird	and	Tuesday’s	Women	

“I	hear	the	telephone	ring	but	tell	myself,	Ignore	it.”	

This story begins when an unnamed protagonist cooking in the kitchen is distracted by the telephone that rings 
in the next room. He reluctantly answers – and has a discombobulating talk with a strange woman that knocks 
him off balance for the rest of the day. While he used to be an up-and-coming young lawyer, our narrator seems 
to have lost his mojo. He quit his job in the law office and prefers to hang around at home, cooking, ironing and 
doing household chores. He resents the phone’s interruption – even when later his wife calls and reminds him to 
go out and look for their missing cat.  

As this is the first story in the Elephant Vanishes anthology, Murakami establishes his important tone and motifs 
here. As in many of his works, we find ourselves in a world in which the narrator rarely ventures outside, 
preferring to isolate himself from human contact. Nevertheless, he has strange and bizarre encounters with new 
and eccentric people, some of whom challenge him, others who seem just as bereft and lonely as himself.  

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. The narrator is listening to an opera by who 
as he cooks? 
(a) Rossini. 
(b) Verdi. 
(c) Puccini. 
(d) Donizetti. 

2. What is the narrator cooking when he 
receives the first telephone call? 
(a) Spaghetti. 
(b) Baked chicken. 
(c) Stir-fry. 
(d) Hot porridge. 

3. What position did the narrator have in the 
lawyer’s office? 
(a) Copyboy. 
(b) Gopher. 
(c) Assistant. 
(d) Attendant. 

4. How long does the woman on the phone ask to 
talk for? 
(a) I2 minutes. 
(b) 10 minutes 
(c) Half and hour. 
(d) All day. 

5. How many steps does the narrator follow 
when he’s ironing? 
(a) 10. 
(b) 12. 
(c) 15. 
(d) 20. 

 

 

5. What is the name of the disappeared cat? 
(a) Toru Okada. 
(b) May Kasahara. 
(c) Mackerel. 
(d) Noboru Watanabe. 

                                                                             
6. What item does the narrator NOT see in the 
alley outside his home? 
(a) A withered old Christmas tree. 
(b) A heap of bicycle parts. 
(c) A rusty swing set. 
(d) A worn set of rattan chairs. 

7. What stone figure adorns a fountain in the 
neighbour’s garden? 
(a) A galloping horse. 
(b) A Roman emperor. 
(c) A bird on the cusp of flight. 
(d) A crouching tiger. 

8. What is the strange girl doing in the garden? 
(a) Smoking cigarettes. 
(b) Gardening. 
(c) Hiding. 
(d) Reading a book. 

9. Why does the narrator’s wife cry at the end of 
the story?  
(a) She thinks the cat has died. 
(b) Her husband burned the dinner. 
(c) She doesn’t have any clothes for work 
tomorrow. 
(d) She thinks her husband doesn’t understand her. 

 



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Describe the narrator’s life as you visualise it from this story: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. The beginning of the call features two phone calls. How are they similar and different?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Describe the lane, houses and gardens in the vicinity of the narrator’s house:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Who does he encounter in a neighbour’s garden? How is this encounter similar to others he has had this 
day? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. How does the story end? Do you find the end satisfying? Why / why not?  
 
 

 

 

 



 

Literary Study: foils 
 

You may have heard the phrase ‘opposites attract’? That’s as true in Literature as in any other art 
form. Black seems darker when placed next to white. For every alpha there is an omega. Up 
counterbalances down; the sun is warmer after a long winter; freedom is all the sweeter once one has 
tasted confinement. When writers create contrasts in a story, readers enjoy the tension and find added 
meaning in dissimilarity.  

Writers can employ contrast to bring out opposing qualities in a character. A literary foil is a 
character whose purpose is to accentuate or draw attention to the qualities of another character – 
usually the protagonist. This terminology derives from an old jewellery trick: a crafty jeweller would 
set a colourful gemstone on a dull foil base to enhance its shine through contrast. 
 
Haruki Murakami's stories almost always involve grown men who have not fully developed 
emotionally and several strong-willed women who force them to question their world-views. In The 
Wind-up Bird and Tuesday’s Women, the narrator encounters three women who can be interpreted as 
foils. His interactions with them bring out his withdrawn and reluctant nature as, by contrast with him, 
they seem vibrant, well-adjusted or adventurous. 
 

Activity 
 

Think about other stories in the Elephant Vanishes collection, or even other literary works you have 
studied on your course (or books you have read outside the course as well). Which pairs of characters do 
you think function as foils? Complete the chart below:  
 
(NB: a single moment of contrast is not really enough to say that characters are foils. The contrast should 
be developed meaningfully across time in a work. Also, heroes and villains, while they are likely to 
possess contrasting traits, are not necessarily foils. The characters should ideally be juxtaposed through 
interaction rather than through opposition.) 
 

Story / Work Character Pairing Explanation 

 
Wind-up Bird and 
Tuesday’s Women 

 
Narrator vs  
Girl in the Garden 

 
The narrator is housebound and reluctant to engage in 
any creative or imaginary activity. When his wife asks his 
to consider a magazine job writing poetry, he says: ‘I 
absolutely cannot write poems.’. By contrast the girl in the 
garden is imaginative, asking impossible questions about 
having four breasts and six fingers and challenging the 
narrator to open his mind.  
 

 
Pygmalion by  
George Bernard 
Shaw 
 

 
Henry Higgins vs 
Colonel Pickering 
 

 
Henry, an incorrigible scientist, is brusque, short-
tempered and entirely focused on his work. He never 
considers the feelings of others and treats people as 
objects in a scientific experiment. By contrast, Pickering is 
gentlemanly, kind and considerate. He takes time to pay 
people compliments and make them feel good about who 
they are (in this way, Mrs Pearce serves as a foil for 
Higgins too). 
 



 
The Second 
Bakery Attack 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The narrator vs  
his wife 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Discussion Point: making connections 
 
In this story, the narrator likes to isolate himself inside his house. Nevertheless, he interacts with three 
different women: his wife, the mysterious woman on the phone, and the girl in the garden. Murakami is 
introducing a motif by which eccentric people often arrive out of the blue, unannounced and with no 
warning to disrupt the (seemingly) comfortable lives of his main characters. 

Did you find the way people communicate in this story to be particularly realistic? In real life, how do you 
make new connections? How do people meet each other? How do modern people communicate in ways 
that might be different a generation or two before? In what way can you understand the telephone in this 
story to have a symbolic aspect? Discuss these ideas and feed back to the group. 

 

Theme Tracker: loneliness and isolation 

As the story collection opens, Murakami immediately begins to establish his dominant themes and ideas. 
He describes a world where, while everybody is connected all the time, through telephones, the radio, 
emails and so on, nevertheless individuals actually feel disconnected from each other – even people with 
whom they are supposed to be close. Can you find four or five quotations from this story that point to this 
theme and begin a quotation bank for yourself? 

 


