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The Way of Women in Sasameyuki and My Son’s Story 

Yukiko Makioka is not immediately read as the protagonist of The Makioka Sisters by Junichiro Tanizaki. There is no one protagonist nor one perspective in that story. The point of view primarily resides among the three younger sisters, shifting as time progresses from homey 1938 Osaka to 1941 Tokyo, a destination that increasingly becomes inevitable. It is as if Tokyo cannot be held at bay, and that the slow, dreamy Kansai ideal will slowly wash away. The action follows Yukiko's way through this transition, with Yukiko settling on a compromise settlement of her too-long maidenhood. Yukiko manages to preserve the link with the past while seeing there is no remaining choice but to move on and to move to Tokyo. 


Aila would rarely be read as protagonist in My Son's Story by Nadine Gordimer. It is the son's story, but the title (something Nadine Gordimer starts with, when she sets out to write a novel) implies that the perspective is actually that of the father, not the son. The story is told with the son's voice, but following the father's experiences. Nothing happens in My Son's Story that is not either the father's story, or the story of how his life affects the lives of the rest of his family. The narrator curiously leaves out about his own life. Aila figures as a satellite.

In the end, it is Yukiko and Aila who achieve their aims, waiting patiently and not entirely submissively. Yukiko's was to marry well, and continue developing her feminine identity, carrying on the traditions of one the few remaining traditional Japanese families, as well as the traditions of the age-honored cultural ideals. Aila's, we are told, is to become what Sonny wanted. Along the way, she realized this meant she had to substitute for his leaving her own growth. Aila quietly and effectively resists the private and public injustices she suffered all her life.   Yukiko and Aila – from such different eras and such different cultures – follow “the way of women” in showcasing the feminine aesthetic prized by the authors, remaining steadfast in the face of adverse fate, and evolving into characters who seem to have achieved resolution to vicissitude and suffering. 

Tanizaki and Gordimer might shudder at the notion that their characters’ passages are being described as “the way of women.” Tanizaki might see it as a cheap, shabby and vain attempt to ape the authentic Japanese aesthetic Geido, the Way of Art. Gordimer might smile at a reader, again, imputing to her work the notion that her gender directs her writing.   In most novels, and especially in The Makioka Sisters and My Son’s Story, the space inside is the real person - or more accurately, the real character. We are not interacting with Yukiko or Aila as people, but as characters who reflect their creators' decisions on how to speak to us.    Yukiko and Aila represent archetypes of the feminine that are so similar they make us realize that while every culture is unique, it is possible to understand deeply and sympathize with other cultures, and to see the underlying connections. 

Aila embodies a traditional colored aesthetics, in South Africa, for the rising middle class, who are ready to integrate, but not yet overtly chafing against restrictions.   It is not the case that women who do not share Aila’s character do not represent traditional aesthetics, but Aila’s character is presented as representing traditional aesthetics.  We are first told of Aila’s silence: 
Aila was so quiet it was irritably felt by others that her beauty was undeserved.  Wasted; boys, men did not know what to say to her that would draw a response.  Her coiled river of shining black hair looked as if it would never flow down for one of them.  … Sonny was the one who knew what it was she rejected in the only way possible for someone like her: by silence.  She spoke, with Sonny; when he came to see her for the first time, having been introduced a few days before by one of her brother (the correct way to approach a girl, in her kind of family), they seemed to take up a conversation that had already begun, with him, in her silence among others.  (MS, p. 7)
One irony of Sonny’s betrayal is his betrayal towards silence and the communication that grows from it.  He wishes bitterly for Hannah to be at his side at parties, instead of Aila, where they both could be excitedly talking with the men off to one side, while the women quietly talked their own talk.  In the beginning, Sonny had been attracted to Aila’s silences, which, as the cliché goes, spoke volumes about both intimacy and one’s relation to external rejections and restrictions.  


After Sonny is jailed, and when Hannah Plowman comes to visit, to offer support, Aila is self-composed.  

[Hannah] was so intense it seemed my quiet mother, her hair groomed and elegant legs neatly crossed as if her husband were there to approve of the standard – the self-respect – she kept up, was the one to supply support and encouragement. (15)
Part of the standard was the Sunday family picnic on the empty land ignored by most people and populated by wildlife.

… my mother would have spent the whole of Saturday preparing the traditional foods that had come down to her, like her oriental beauty half-hidden by neat blouses and skirts, while the rest of that side of her ancestral heritage had been buried in generations of intermarriage and cross-cultural alliances of other kinds. (9) 

The traditional food Aila knows so well is a living bridge to the past of blood relatives: “ancestral”, “generations”, “cross-cultural alliances.”   At a little New Year’s party for men who had been in prison with Sonny, Aila is a very good hostess, and herself beautifully arrayed, makes it seem effortless. 
There was a pretty comb in my mother’s tight and shiny crown of hair, she was neat and beautiful, with the special care she took to dress for parties; she so enjoyed feeding people.  (60)
When the principal of Sonny’s school comes to their house to let Sonny know he has lost his job, he was greeted by Aila: “The principal always had thought her beautiful, but in the way of one of those national costume dolls brought back from foreign countries, too typical.”  (33)  


But most tellingly, Aila shapes her expectations for her adult life on Sonny. 
It was always as if he knew what she wanted, for him and us, and that she knew he would find the way to articulate the components of daily life accordingly.  For what she wanted was, in essence, always what he wanted; and that is not as simple or purely submissive as it sounds. 

Aila was to live and watch what her husband wanted of her, and she came to understand he wanted to be free of her.  In turning to her children as the focus of her life, she became involved with the resistance movement in a way that was more authentic, or at least more deliberately chosen, than Sonny’s way.   Still, all along, she dutifully kept Sonny’s emergency travel bag packed, performing the duty of the supportive wife of the activist.   Aila’s daily routines are marked by a deference to feminine aesthetics:
Aila’s hands were not coarsened and dried by the housework she did; she went to bed with him every night with them creamed and in cotton gloves.  The momentary distraction [to move out of the ghetto and into a white-only suburb] was not a distraction but a focus that thrust him, face down, in to the organic order and aesthetic discipline of Aila’s life, that he was uprooting.  (40)


Aila early on seems to surrender to her fate, the forces outside her control that shape her life.  Sonny, in prison, was awakened by one of Hannah Plowman’s exhortations: “I know you’ll come out happy for battle.” (55)  Those three words – happy for battle – became Sonny’s mantra.
It was Hannah who wrote to him: knew how to say everything in three, let alone five hundred words.  … Why did Aila never speak?  Why did she never say what he wanted her to say? (57)

Her husband at first valued her silences, but now misunderstood them and chafed at them.  And more: he not only wanted her to break her silence, but to say what he wanted her to say; to echo his thoughts, like he imagined Hannah did.   Part of Aila’s fate was to be wed to a man she adored yet who deliberately grew away from her.  She observed this and acted in respectful accordance, never confronting or chastising him, but accepting her lot.    Aila faithfully kept Sonny’s emergency travel bag ready against the moment when a knock at the door would take him away from the family again.  

Aila met him in the passage with a zipped carryall.  He knew what was in it.  Toothbrush and paste, towel, soap, pyjamas, change of socks and underpants, sweater.  The essentials you were allowed to pack up if you were lucky enough to be taken into detention from home and not while speaking at the cleansing of the graves.  She had been gone from the kitchen less than a minute. 

-How did you do that?-

-I keep it ready.- She was smiling.  She shrugged as it to discount herself, excuse some interference.  (100)
In a pivotal moment, after Sonny has realized there is one thing he values more than the struggle – Hannah – Aila, as if sensing the shift in her estranged husband, silently unpacks his travel bag and puts the contents back in place for use in daily life. 
Aila found the carryall in the boot of the car when she wanted to load a bag of potatoes she had bought.  She unpacked the new toothbrush, the toothpaste, the towel, soap and clothing and put them where they would be in daily use: the toilet articles in the family bathroom cupboard, her husband’s clothes in the wardrobe acquired on hire purchases in Benoni – (122)
 Aila responds to Sonny’s choice of Hannah over all else – over her, over the children, over even the movement – with a quiet action that signals both her acceptance of her fate and her deliberate reaction to it.  She is no longer to be the guardian at the door.   But as she calmly presents, to Sonny, her strategy for her own political trial, 
She placed the outer edge of each hand, fingers extended and close together, as a frame on either side of the sheets of testimony in front of her.  And she placed herself before him, to be judged by him. 


If he had been the one with the right to judge her.  As her husband?  As a comrade?  The construction he had skillfully made of his life was uninhabitable, his categories were useless, nothing fitted his need.  (241)
Sonny flails, lost in his “uninhabitable categories”, while Aila is ready to submit to his judgement.   It likely would not change her strategy, but hers is not an empty gesture.  She is ready to bow her head to the forces that tradition and fate push into her life.    Soon after this soft show-down, Sonny 
made love to Aila.  But  then he had never stopped making love to Aila, dutifully calculating the intervals that would not arouse suspicions that he was giving himself to some other woman.  The difference was that now he was coming home to her, Aila, his wife, his Aila.  She gave no sign of noticing the return of passion; she co-operated well – that was the only way in which he could describe it to himself.  And he knew – now with his greater experience of what women can feel, in love – that she faked her pleasure.  … the centre of life wasn’t [with Hannah], the centre of life was where the banalities are enacted – the fuss over births, marriages, family affairs with their survival rituals of food and clothing, that were with Aila.  … Something bigger than self saves self; that had been the youthful credo he had taught his shy bride.  (243)

What is the something-bigger-than-self that saves Aila, if not her association with the grounding “banalities” of life?  But living at the center of life, with its survival rituals, was all along Aila’s fate; she never protested.  In the end, it is Aila who survives the ordinary banality of marital infidelity, where Sonny continues to suffer:
Sonny forgave himself; but this was futile.  Aila had never reproached him, so there was nothing for her to forgive.  And nothing in her behaviour recognized that anyone but she herself was responsible for it.  Even the harm he had done her was no claim on her; he saw that.  Perhaps he flattered himself Aila had needed to suffer his love of another woman to change.  Perhaps it had nothing to do with that, with him.  Perhaps she had freed herself just as he had, through the political struggle.  He would never be able to ask her; the question of his woman was irrelevant, now. (258)

The question is never answered: did Aila need to suffer her fate in order to change, or would any fate have led to her standing for freedom?


Aila does undergo a striking evolution.  By the time she is ready to go abroad to find her daughter who is fighting with guerillas, 

her eyes had changed – he noticed her dark-grained lids were slightly lowered, she no longer looked out with the ready gaze of the young Aila – she still saw ‘not living for yourself’ in terms of a schoolteacher’s extra-curricular activities of social uplift in a little community across the veld somewhere.  He had left her behind, there.  

Poor Aila. 

In reality, it is Aila who is leaving Sonny behind.  She no longer looks at him with her ready gaze.   To her son’s shocked surprise, Aila has secretly and silently acquired a passport and visa, without asking permission of anyone or even telling anyone.   She stands up to Sonny, who condescendingly tells her not to try to travel with cash:
He knew best in political matters; they had some small savings she would withdraw from the bank and take with her. […]

-You can’t take all that.  It’ll exceed the exchange-control allowance, I’m sure.- […]

-How will they know?  I’ll take the notes in cash.- […]

-Aila, for god’s sake, you can’t do things like that.  D’you know what’ll happen if you’re caught out?  Can you imagine yourself in prison?  Go and see Baby and enjoy it.  […] Take the dresses and whatever.  Those kinds of games are not for you.- (148)

Aila by now could do things like that; she could imagine herself in prison; and yes, her first motive always was to see her daughter.  Unlike Sonny, she is not playing games.  Aila has learned, in ways that Sonny hasn’t, the “ambiguities of liberation.”  (166)  

Aila jolts her family when she returns with shorn head from visiting her daughter “abroad.”   Her son is shocked but thinks, “I’m not her husband, she doesn’t have to please me.”  (166)  “I feel so much lighter,” is Aila’s simple explanation.  (167)  More is to come.  Aila has given her daughter and her daughter’s lover Aila’s blessing to marry, and conveys this news to Sonny. 

Aila is quite self-assured about the whole business, for once she’s taken on responsibility for something all by herself, she’s the one who’s given approval in this matter of his daughter’s future. (169)

 Sonny watches his wife prepare for bed that night.  
She’ll never sit at the dressing-table before bed, brushing that long, straight shining hair, again.  He’s rid of Aila.   Free.  

But for Sonny, to quote another cliché,  freedom is the another word for nothing left to lose.  Sonny has lost Aila – she has evolved into her own self, ironically evolving into the type of freedom fighter both he and she thought he preferred.   

Aila’s startling new confidence leads her to tell her son that “bush fighters won’t win the economic war” – Aila wants him to fight the good fight in the world of business, not in the world of fire-arms and guerilla camps and night-time knocks at the door.  (187)  Aila has progressed from the silent observer of her heroic husband’s adventures to a woman standing alone, with authority and a new obdurancy.     The novel’s trajectory finds its resolution in Aila’s journey: she is arrested, tried, imprisoned, freed on bail, and then chooses to disappear and escape rather than suffer further.   Throughout, Aila decides her own course of action.  She vehemently rejects the idea that her son should testify in her case.  It’s not that she is sacrificing herself (as Sonny always is sacrificing himself) but that, now, as a leader, she will not allow her son to be sacrificed.  She listens politely to her husband and lets him escort her to the police station for check-ins, but does not bring him into her intimate plans any more.   If there is any character in My Son’s Story who seems to attain freedom, personal and social, it is Aila.  

The mood and action of The Makioka Sisters are shaped around Yukiko.   The Japanese title Sasameyuki brings to mind the image of gently falling snow, snow that stays only briefly before it vanishes, ephemeral like cherry blossoms and any perfect moment.  The name Yukiko contains the same character – yuki, snow.   In The Secret Window, Chambers writes:

A fondness for snow as a metaphor for cherry blossoms goes back at least to the Kokun wakashu (Collection of Ancient and Modern Japanese Poems, compiled ca. 905), the anthology that established the tone and diction for all subsequent court poetry. 

On Seeing the Cherry Blossoms Scatter at Urin’in

Here where the cherry petals flutter to the gounrd spring has come and yet / Snow is falling on and on and shows no signs of melting.








(by the Priest Soku; Kokinshu no.75)


Tanizaki’s portrayal of an archetypal Japanese woman, from Kansai, is a monument to remembrance of a vanishing aesthetics.  Like Aila, Yukiko is marked by her silences.   Her sisters complain among themselves that it is nearly impossible to get Yukiko to answer a question or express an opinion, and that it is equally impossible to divine what she feels inside.   They feel she could help matters a bit, when it came to the vexing question of finding her a suitable husband, if she would on occasion speak during the miai.  Yukiko is even more hopeless on the telephone.  

A frail little voice in any case – a fleeting, ephermeral voice, one might have said – it was extremely unreliable over the telephone.  … Her voice would trail off to something no louder than the hum of a mosquito, and it seemed to Sachiko that she spent more time saying ‘Hello’ than actually talking about the business at hand. (308)

Her brother-in-law, under some pressure to help marry Yukiko to a worthy suitor, defends her inability to speak on the telephone. 

A girl too shy to go to the telephone has good points of her own.  There are men who would never think of calling her spineless and old-fashioned – men who would see something very charming in her shyness.  And only a man who sees her good points is qualified to be her husband.  (415)


Of the four sisters, 
Yukiko was the most Japanese in appearance and dress … Yukiko had a long, thin face and a very slender figure … Yukiko wore only Japanese clothes … There was something bright and lively about Sachiko and Taeko, both of whom resembled their father.  Yukiko was different.  Her face impressed one as somehow sad, lonely, and yet she looked best in gay clothes.  The somber kimonos so stylish in Tokyo were quite wrong for her. (MS, p. 30)

Yukiko presents herself by dressing in keeping with elaborate ritual, and she appears to those waiting for her with bowed head and poses from ancient dance.  She is versed in the Zen arts that are not held to be particularly feminine (the persons held to be the greatest masters, of old and even today, are male), but deeply Japanese: calligraphy, dance, tea ceremony, poetry.  As a true Japanese woman, Yukiko embodies the way of art, Geido.  People around Yukiko who are sympathetic to traditional culture sense her connection with what defines culture.  For some men, she would be an ideal match: “a pure Japanese beauty – gentle, quiet, graceful, able to wear Japanese clothes.”  (7) A man with these sensibilities “wanted a pretty face too, of course, but more than anything he wanted pretty hands and feet.”  (7)  For Itani, the matchmaker, “Miss Yukiko seemed the perfect answer.” (7)  Sachiko understood her sister’s attractions: 

People simply did not see Yukiko’s beauty.  It was true that Sachiko herself had a somewhat livelier face, a face that might be called “modern.”  But there was nothing remarkable about a modern face.  Modern faces were to be found everywhere.  She knew it was odd of her to be praising her own sister so extravagantly, but the beauty, fragile and elegant, of the sheltered maiden of old, the maiden who had never know the winds of the world – might one not say that Yukiko had it?  Sachiko would not want Yukiko to marry a man who could not appreciate her beauty, indeed a man who did not demand someone exactly like her.  (35)   
Tanizaki delights in showing Yukiko to us in a world of shadows, the eroticized tension between what is shown and what is not seen.    Yukiko is eventually revealed to be the strong thread among the sisters:
With Yukiko back, the Ashiya house was gay and noisy again.  Yukiko, so inarticulate that one hardly knew she was about, added little to the noise, but one could see from the difference she made that something bright was hidden behind that apparent melancholy and reserve.  (288)


When Yukiko agrees to marry a man descended from nobility, albeit the son of a courtesan, she moves into the only tableau that seems remotely appropriate for her; the other suitors – bankers, office workers – are distressingly too much part of the present and future.  Yukiko allows herself a sigh of regret at finally marrying, like the cherry blossom falling to the ground, the snowflake melting in an instant.   “The wedding kimonos arrived … Yukiko looked at them and sighed – if only they were not for her wedding.” (530)   But Tanizaki does not let his creation live only in the ephemeral.  The careful aesthetics of the feminine that Tanizaki brings to life in Yukiko is harshly undercut with a very-Japanese reminder of the body, in the story’s closing sentence:  “Yukiko’s diarrhea persisted through the twenty-sixth, and was a problem on the train to Tokyo.” (530)

The sense of time moving through the women, or women moving slowly in time, is part of the feminine aesthetic.  Ken Kenneth Ito writes:

Noguchi Takehiko has pointed out that Sasameyuki comes to life through its reification of “women’s time,” a sense of time marked by the cyclicity of traditional seasonal observances, but finally defined by its sense of irretrievability, by aging and the loss of beauty. In fact, it is the different streams of time flowing within Sasameyuki that give the work its elegiac quality.  The novel depicts a world where time, if not actually suspended, moves with a distinctive gentleness.

Noguchi writes: “The characters in the novel are passing through an exterior time.  … It is the interior time that passes within humans that is the central concern.”
  Yukiko is made to move slowly from the sheltered Osaka time into the present, symbolized by the final move to Tokyo, although since her husband-to-be has been given a house in Osaka, even this move into the present is tempered by strong ties to the past. 

Tanizaki places Yukiko in a certain position, in a certain family, in a certain time, in a certain culture, where she is bound to be circumscribed by what others want, and, by common acknowledgment, by an impartial fate.  It is not Yukiko’s decision whom she will marry; it is the family’s.  More than one family: the families of both the prospective bride and groom perform careful background checks on the other.  It is Yukiko’s singular fate to be cursed by the aggressive sexuality of her younger sister.  The secret of Taeko is forced into the open, early on.  Yukiko is shadowed by a newspaper account that wrongly implicates her in what would be a unthinkable scandal for Yukiko – eloping.  The truth – that the younger Taeko had transgressed and the story appeared in the newspaper – was shocking enough, but it was nothing like the shock that would have been occasioned had the perfectly formed Yukiko eloped.  

Omens abound.  The most worrying, for Sachiko and her husband, and the people in the main house, is the dark spot over Yukiko’s eye.  The white face powder Yukiko applies in the traditional fashion only accentuates the spot.  We are put in mind of the play of light and shadow that is central to Yukiko’s eroticism.  The spot is noted by Itani, the matchmaker, after the first painful miai.  Yukiko’s lack of robustness and her incomplete school record prompted the suitor’s side to ask for explanation. 
The spot over Yukiko’s left eye – just above the eyelid – a faint shadow that had recently begun to come and go in cycles.  Teinosuke had first noticed it perhaps three to six months before.  How long had Yukiko had that spot on her face, he asked Sachiko.  … Sometimes it would fade away so that it was barely visible even when one was looking for it, and sometimes it would quite disappear.  Then, for a period of perhaps a week, it would suddenly be darker again. … Yukiko’s personality, it was clear, had not so far been twisted by her difficulties in finding a husband, and that was perhaps because she had quiet confidence in her beauty.  But what effect would this new blemish have? (50)

The theory is put forth that the spot is related to Yukiko’s monthly cycle; it could perhaps be treated with unspecified “injections”; it would certainly disappear once she married.   And “much though it might upset the family, it was a very small blemish indeed.  More important, Yukiko herself did not seem worried.”  (334)  But the spot is stubborn.   Almost every miai is tinged with anxiety about the spot.  For one miai, “Yukiko had started to put on her usual thick powder, and Sachiko had had to restrain her … but there was no hiding the spot.” (349)   After that miai failed, in a dreary succession of failures, Sachiko brooded.  

What weighed even more on Sachiko’s mind, however, and quite refused to leave her was the thought that Yukiko carried a blemish.  A blemish hardly worth considering, perhaps, but there it was nonetheless.  They might as well forget about this miai.  What of future ones?  Something must be done about that mark over the eye.  Could it be removed, and did it not make Yukiko’s prospects even worse?  Or had the mark been especially dark yesterday, and conditions – the light, the angle – impossibly bad?  (358)
Yukiko submits to “injections” eventually but her sisters are doubtful the treatment will ever really take the spot away.   If the dark shadow over Yukiko’s eye was really a side-effect of hormonal fluctuations, as everyone believes it comes and goes with her monthly cycles, it would be a mean enough trick of fate.  But this spot will not, in likelihood, respond to treatment.  The only hope is for Yukiko to marry and wait for the rhythms of married life to sooth away the darkness – but the dark shadow is precisely what is blamed, in part, for Yukiko’s persistent maidenhood.  Yukiko is literally marked by her fate. 

The sisters are aware that Yukiko was born unlucky.  “Yukiko seemed to be unmarriageable, and Tsuruko found it hard to shrug off as only a superstition the belief that women born in the Year of the Ram had trouble finding husbands.” (59)  As if that weren’t bad enough, as time advances, the sisters realize any proposals that do not arrive soon will arrive too late: “Next year is bad, you know.”  (241)  Sachiko blames herself for not solving the problem sooner:

She had been asked so earnestly by Tsuruko that September night in Tokyo Station to find a husband for Yukiko; she had hoped she might have a candidate before the end of the year, this year being an unlucky one for Yukiko; and she had then hoped to find someone before the day early in February when the horoscope year would begin.  That day was but a week off.  (279)

Sachiko in particular is overwhelmed by the sheer number and variety of bad omens that accompany each attempt to marry Yukiko.    

The fact that such difficulty [Sachiko’s miscarriage] should have arisen at such a time augured ill.  … It would be foolish perhaps to say that past experience had led them to expect the worse when Yukiko was having a miai.  Still, just as they were praying that all would go well, there had come first the illness of the niece in the main house, and then a miscarriage, surely a bad omen; and Sachiko could not help feeling a little frightened at the way in which they all seemed pulled into a conspiracy to ruin Yukiko’s future.  Yukiko, on the other hand, was strangely undisturbed. (135)

Sachiko has determined that merely setting out for Tokyo is sure to bring on more bad luck.   The train breaks down along the way; a miai is scuttled.   On another occasion, Sachiko is forced to rush home from Tokyo when she reads Okubata’s accusatory letter of Taeko’s affair with Itakura; another indication of the Tokyo curse.   It is on yet another Tokyo visit that Taeko, exhausted and slurring, reveals to Sachiko she is pregnant.  If going to Tokyo is so dangerous – how unlucky it must be that the main house has been transplanted there.    “Now Sachiko knew again that, for her, Tokyo was the devil’s corner.  Nothing more was needed to ruin Yukiko’s prospects.” (497)   Yukiko’s fate – to be a throwback to a time when her style would have meshed better with daily reality, to suffer a mysterious shadowy dark spot over her eye, to wrestle with the stars and bad omens (many of which are connected to the wild card, Taeko) – frustrates every effort to push her forward in time.  The reader sympathizes with the confinements and setbacks thrust upon the innocent Yukiko, while wearily starting to agree with Sachiko that perhaps nothing can be done; Yukiko will never marry. 

Yukiko’s character evolves from a tentative, ill-defined shadow into someone who is more able to articulate what she wants, and thereby attain it.   But even at the start, Yukiko is shown to have some spine: 

Yukiko objected [to a candidate], and was not to be moved … There was nothing she really found fault with in the man’s appearance and manner, she said, but he was so countrified … The shy, introverted Yukiko, unable though she was to open her mouth before strangers, had a hard core that was difficult to reconcile with her apparent docility.  Tatsuo discovered that his sister-in-law was sometimes not as submissive as she might be. (10)

In these relatively early days of miai, though, Yukiko is shown to be an exasperating character. 

As for Yukiko, it would have been well if she had made her position clear at once.  Instead she persisted in giving vague answers that could be taken to mean almost anything … it was one of Yukiko’s shortcomings that she seldom said enough to make herself understood. (10)

Yukiko gradually does learn to speak up.  She asks Sachiko for one thing: to put off all miai until the investigation is complete.  In the context of Yukiko never (or seldom) expressing any thought, let alone setting terms for the miai, this is a forceful move.   After a disastrous evening with a widowed and property-less man much too old for her, Yukiko sends a clear message.

Although Yukiko was leaving the question of her husband to Sachiko and Tsuruko and would marry the man they told her to, Nomura was out of the question.  Willful though it was of her, she hoped Taeko would ask Sachiko to break off the negotiations.   [The candidate Nomura] understood nothing of a woman’s finer feelings. (148)

When it matters, Yukiko finds her voice.   Soon after this scene, the sisters and Teinosuke are readying for the annual cherry blossom viewing. 
The outing was set for the week-end of the ninth and tenth.  Yukiko left it undecided whether she would stay long enough to be with them; but on Saturday morning she went upstairs and started to dress.  When she had finished her face, she opened her suitcase, and, taking out the package at the very bottom, undid the cord.  It was a kimono especially chosen for viewing cherry blossoms. 

“Did you see what she brought with her?” laughed Taeko, who was helping Sachiko with her obi.  Yukiko had left the room for a moment. 

“She keeps quiet and has everything her way,” said Sachiko.  “Wait and see how she manages her husband.” 

Yukiko sternly manages Taeko.   When there is no longer any doubt that Taeko and the working-class and uneducated Itakura are having an affair, Yukiko does not hesitate to take upon herself the difficult chore of chastising Taeko. 

“Maybe I should have a good talk with Koi-san.”
“I do wish you would, Yukiko.  There is nothing for us to do but take turns trying to talk sense into her.  She does say she will wait until after you’re married, of course,” 

“If it were any other man, I would not mind seeing her married first.” 

“But Itakura is impossible.” 

“Am I wrong in thinking there is something a little vulgar about Koi-san herself?”

“You may be right, I am afraid.” 

“In any case, Itakura is no brother-in-law for me.” (287)

The discreet Yukiko, who can not bring herself to stammer a polite rejoinder in public, here takes the lead in a conversation with Sachiko, and has the last word: Itakura is not to be her brother-in-law.   Even the disastrous phone call – when Yukiko barely whispers her refusal to meet a candidate for a walk and dinner – a candidate who expressly wants a lively, modern wife – can be read as Yukiko affecting her affairs in the most direct way possible.   This incident slams shut the door on any negotiations, as she wished.    Yukiko, for all her fraility, “was surprisingly strong in many ways,” and could sleep, delicately snoring a gentle snore, at times when her hardy sisters could only toss and turn.  (344)   She exhibits an almost willful shyness.  When she finally accepts the marriage proposal from Mimaki, Yukiko is a bit peevish, like a princess bestowing favor and honor. 
Yukiko gave her assent only because Teinosuke had ordered her to make up her mind overnight, she announced peevishly.  She took care not to show the slightest pleasure, and above all not to let slip a word of thanks to those who had worked so hard for her. (515)


Both Yukiko and Aila persevere with their own personal and cultural aesthetics, are buffeted by fate, and in the end, evolve into one version of what they may have wanted for their lives.  Neither woman abandons the feminine aesthetic the authors describe (and even laud).  Aila’s fate is set by her husband and her times.  Yukiko’s fate is set by the quest for a husband and by the omens and bad luck ascribed to her.  Aila emerges as a woman, through compromise, ultimately directing her own destiny.  Yukiko’s path is not as clearly delineated, but she too can be seen to set the direction her life will take.  Both Tanizaki and Gordmer evince a deep respect for a feminine aesthetic that transcends cultures and times. 
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