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Between Text and Paratext: Bōken sekai as the Textual System Forming the Imagination of Japanese Classic Science-Fiction

Giuseppe Strippoli
Abstract

This article analyses the textual and paratextual dimensions of the boys’ magazine Bōken sekai (World of Adventure, 1908-19) to explore the formation of the imagination of science fiction. It focuses, in particular, on a set of texts published in 1908 and 1910, which, in the magazine’s history, are the two years showing the greatest number of fictional and non-fictional texts that nurtured the speculative imagination of science fiction. Essays such as Hashō sei’s “Kūchū sensō kitei” (The Air Warfare of the Airships, 1908) give expression to three elements—namely, the speculative attitude, the future dimension, and an interest in the modern techno-scientific discourse. These elements are similarly present in the magazine’s science fictional stories, such as Kimura Shōshū’s “Kasei kitan” (A Strange Martian Tale, 1908) and Oshikawa Shunrō’s “Tessha ōkoku” (Kingdom of the Steel Machine, 1910). This article suggests that these texts testify to the germinative phase of Japanese science fiction, whose beginnings are usually located in the postwar years, and that the formation of the science-fictional imagination is better understood when we focus on the complex system formed by the many texts of Bōken sekai.

Introduction
A recurrent advertisement in the boys’ magazine Bōken sekai 冒険世界 (World of Adventure, 1908-1919) was “Bōkenka hitsuyō no saishin riki” 冒険家必要の最新利器 (The Latest Useful Tools Essential to the Adventurer), which promoted a series of objects, including light and comfortable shoes, a folding chair that can be used as a stick, bladed weapons of any sort and size, a new type of pistol, a metallic fire-spewing tube, and other technological gadgets like binoculars and a portable photographic apparatus necessary for observation.
 The advertisement was just one of many others that conveyed the idea of “adventure” from different perspectives. For instance, commercials of the latest publications, such as books on natural history and other science-related topics, intimated “adventure” as the intellectual enterprise of knowing the world through the scientific study of the natural environment. The commercial of the adventure kit reveals a complementary aspect of “adventure”, namely its materiality. Adventure, in other words, was a broad theme the editors and writers promoted not only through books on a narrative level, but also in its practical implications.
In another passage, Hashō-sei conveyed a similar speculative attitude, writing:
If I were to speculate on such a situation [the ongoing experiments with flights in many European countries], I believe it will not take long for an airship fleet to become a powerful and active part of the military forces. The research on the jirijāburu will influence the conflicts, which, in the end, will not be only between the jirijāburu and the cannon shooting from below but also between the airships themselves. The fantasies of our imagination will turn into reality.

The passage illustrates the interplay between imagination and science and technology. It suggests that technological development prompts the imagination, which, in turn, pushes further the limits of technology and questions speculatively its possibilities. The passage illustrates the interplay between imagination and science and technology. It suggests that technological development prompts the imagination, which, in turn, pushes further the limits of technology and questions speculatively its possibilities. This kind of interplay between imagination and technology informed three elements—namely, the speculative attitude, the future dimension, and an interest in the modern techno-scientific discourse—that in the post-war years marked the establishment of science fiction as a commonly recognised literary genre. All three elements, for instance, were fully expressed in Abe Kōbō’s 安部公房 (1924-1993) Daiyonkanpyōki 第四間氷期 (Inter Ice Age 4, 1958), a novel that Tatsumi Takayuki considered “Japan’s first modern work of science fiction.”
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