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In Tsubaki, the first of Aki Shimazaki’s series of five novels, a Rashom-like pentalogy in which the same characters try to unravel the personal traumas of their lives right before the atom bomb hits the city that they have just moved to, Nagasaki, one of the main characters, Yukio, cries out: “Now is not the time to seek the truth, unity is what counts now." In that instance, he was defending a young Korean unjustly accused of theft. Could the same be said for the rest of Shimazaki’s novels?  Indeed, in Tsubame, for example, the narrator, a Korean immigrant living in suburban Tokyo must hide her identity during the war to escape persecution and murder, but continues her spiritual camouflage well after it when her family believes she is in fact Japanese. “I don’t speak to anyone about my true origins,”  she explains. “My son thinks, just as my husband once thought, that my mother and uncle died during the earthquake in 1923. Japan’s defeat and Korea’s independence did nothing to change Japanese attitudes towards Koreans living in Japan.” Her main character is a crypto-Korean living in war-torn Japan while Shimazaki herself is a Japanese woman living in Canada but writing in French. Shimazaki’s enigmatic Japanese titles to her books are indicative of her own idiosyncratic mise-en-abyme narratives in which there can be several layers of identity hidden within the frames of language (French for Shimazaki, Japanese for her Korean born characters living in Japan, and finally silence for the adulterous narrator of Hotaru).  How does French function as a unifying mirror for these many layers of identity that are hidden throughout her novels? Could an Asian-Quebecois public persona in a city as linguistically polarized as Montreal be a fitting depository for the secrets Shimazaki wishes to keep from her own Japanese past?  Shimazaki’s quasi-obsessive preoccupation with a single traumatic event viewed from many angles, and her elegant attempts to camouflage her secrets with enigmas taunt her readers with such questions.
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