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What do you think explains the enormous impact which your first novel ‘The Tokyo Zodiac Murders’ had?  

This may be a more appropriate question for the readers to answer, but the most valuable point of “The Tokyo Zodiac Murders,” to my understanding, is the originality of the trickery, alongside its solution. In other words, the trickery was eradicated from previous patterns and was not a derivation or duplicate of previous mystery tales. 

Structured genres such as “locked rooms” or “vanishing trains” shouldn’t exist. If “TTZM” had impacted my successors in any way, it was that this originality had rallied up a movement to produce a new genre. This movement gave birth to what is called pure, logical mystery. 

But a new genre wasn’t produced after all. That was how unique “The Tokyo Zodiac Murders” was. It was impossible to produce a work that was similar. My second novel, “The Murder of the Slanted Mansion,” did produce a new genre. It featured a haunted mansion, a locked room crime, a detective, and an unexpected killer. Here began the “Shinhonkaku” genre.*
In the story, a strange painter shares his dying wish of cutting the body parts of six virgins, blessed by the heavens, to create the ideal woman. Soon after, six women are missing and each of their severed remains are found buried throughout Japan. However, the finished masterpiece—the ideal woman—is nowhere to be found. For forty years, Japan is unable to discover the pieces of the woman that was made from the six women. 

  The locked room that appear at the start of “TTZM” isn’t the selling point of the work. The trickery involving footprints in the snow is not the highlight of the either. Neither the dismembered bodies, nor the grotesque eroticism that emerges from the death of six young women is what makes it innovative. 

  The puzzle has one simple vision. It is the artist’s delusion to create the ideal female body. This imagery is very impactful and beautiful, and brings to mind that of Milo’s Venus. As a reader, we are drawn to this surreal beauty and overlook the simple trick that is the key to solving this mystery. 

  The puzzle is solved at the end of the novel. The answer is quite simple, and not impossible to solve without just a bit of deduction. The explanation is logical and comprehensible, without excuses or lingering questions. 

Is it true that the Locked Room mystery was slow to catch on in Japan because for a long time rooms simply could not be locked? 

    

                  I’d say that’s pretty accurate. The first Japanese locked room novels include “Murder on D Street” by Edogawa Rampo and “The Case of the Honjin Murder” by Seishi Yokomizo, but both took place in traditional Japanese houses with sliding wooden doors and paper windows, and were not authentic locked room mysteries that we are familiar with today. In “The Honjin Murders,” the crime site was a building surrounded by a bed of snow without any footprints. This is the recipe for his version of a locked room. Genuine locked rooms appear in Japanese literature when the Western-style houses and hotels began to emerge throughout Japan. 

                  However, we should not easily dismiss the early, Japanese-style locked room works—the “Honjin Murders” was lauded as a masterpiece that utilized ingenious mechanical devices to execute the crime, and is loved by mystery fans to this day. Therefore, I would be wrong to say that locked rooms were unpopular prior to the emergence of Western-style architecture in Japan. British and American locked room mysteries were read in the country for many years and were very well-read. 

                  Ironically, the Japanese mystery that I’d like to recommend to readers in Great Britain and the United States is not the authentic, well-known “Locked Rooms” we are familiar with today, but instead works such as “The Honjin Murders.” The scenes depicted include a small shack with a water wheel, a Japanese house surrounded by snow, its interior lined by tatami bamboo mats, sliding doors and folding screens, a Japanese sword in the middle of the courtyard. These descriptions are highly poetic and unique to Japanese literature. 

                  The authentic locked-room works that have emerged in modern-day Japan may not be very interesting to British and American readers. Few Japanese writers surpass the talent of their British and American predecessors. The depiction of women, the subtle wit, and adroit compositions are best performed by the original writers. Personally, the “authentic” locked-room that is widely accepted today may not be as innovative as the original Japanese locked-rooms—when the rules and structures for the genre were not completely established. Japanese mystery had far more potential before the locked room we know today became the norm. 

Were you criticised for your ingenious logic mysteries when you started because they had no social aspect and Japanese mystery writing was at that time dominated by social themes? 

                  Indeed, I received tremendous criticism. “The Tokyo Zodiac Murders” was published in the end of 1981, in the midst of the “Shakaiha” or “social” boom pioneered by Seicho Matsumoto. The Shakaiha style emphasized reality, and dismissed those who would tinker with locks and bolts to seal a room to be unrealistic. In the United States, Raymond Chandler’s hardboiled crime fiction surged in popularity and the locked room novels got placed in the back burner. 
                  In addition, the techniques of Japanese locked-room writers were not very advanced, causing derision that the genre was for children’s stories. Matsumoto’s Shakaiha mystery featured more mature themes and was clearly a genre for adults. Subsequently, among the literary circles, there was a strong sense of determination that the genre should not be labeled as children’s fiction. 
                  My work was bashed and attacked for they feared that I was reverting mystery back to the childish fiction genre. However, people now know this was clearly not my intent. 

 

*Sometimes shortened to Honkaku: the return to fair clueing and Golden Age rules and away from the social school of mystery writing. This is still Soji Shimada’s crusade.  JMP 
