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Japanese Women Who Crossed the Ocean

— A Study of Representation of “Picture Brides” in Literature
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Abstract

The picture bride system, which can be said to be a variant of the arranged marriage held
at the beginning of the 20th century, appeared inhuman to Americans and was considered a
good material to justify the anti-Japanese movement. The system has been recorded through
interviews or letters. It has also been taken up many times in American literature as a theme
of the work and has been written by various authors. This paper will examine how picture
brides are represented through Jessica Saiki’s short story, “Arrival of the Picture Brides” (1987),
Yoshiko Uchida’s Picture Bride (1987), and Julie Otsuka's The Buddha in the Attic (2011). Each
of these works has a different representation of a picture bride. Then this paper, by comparing
these three works, will explore more realistic images of picture brides and the significance of

the representation of a picture bride in each work.
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To two young men, standing apart from the main wharf gathering, the boat’
s imminent arrival meant something grave, wonderful and scary. Their eyes flicked
nervously at the approaching ship on the horizon. The solid, stouter of the two teetered
in heel and toe tandem; he felt his feet sweat inside his shoes. The thin, dapper man,
sporting a pencil moustache, and puffing a hand rolled cigarette, spoke first, “Hard to
think the boat come from Japan, yeah?”

“So...” agreed the other, jerking a head the size of a large bread-fruit. He had strong
arms and an open, uncomplicated face. He shared words reluctantly. His eyes canvassed
the other man’s raw silk shirt, shiny, creased trousers and wing-tipped, two-toned shoes.
He looked down at his own polished but scuffed at the toes black pair.

(Once, A Lotus Garden 9)
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Nobu and Mako waited while Hasegawa, now hopping with excitement, corralled a
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group of women around him. Other young men swarmed the new arrivals. Eyes searched

eyes. The women had brought with them sweet hometown memories, scents of the

familiar, all the warm comforts of childhood and family for which the men were starved.
(Once, A Lotus Garden 12)
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Excusing himself, Mako took Nobu aside. “You thinking what I'm thinking?” he
asked. While the two men turned their backs to the women, more whispered talk was
exchanged.

Judging by cat grins on their faces, they had reached an amicable decision. Mako

handed his intended’s baskets to Nobu. Nobu, in turn, gave Mako his intended’s luggage.
(Once, A Lotus Garden 14)
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The moment they were gone, Hana came from the kitchen where she had stood at
the door watching through the crack, listening to every word.

“Will there be trouble?” she asked anxiously.

“I hope not,” Taro’s voice was heavy now with weariness. “I'm not going to give up
our first real home without a fight.”

“At least they didn't stay long,” Hana said, and put away the broom she had stood,
bristle-end up, with a dust cloth over it.

“What in the world was that for?” Taro asked curiously.

Hana's laughter was tingled with embarrassment. “The maid used to tell me when
[ was a child that setting up a broom like that would send an unwanted caller home
quickly.”

“Hana, you are still a child,” Taro laughed, brushing a light kiss on her cheek.

(Picture Bride 116)
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“Do you have many friends outside the Japanese community?” Mrs. Davis asked her
one day. Seeing Hana's embarrassment, she quickly added, “I was thinking about your
daughter. She'll soon be in her teens and she is totally American. The more you know of
her country and her language, Hana, the more you will know your daughter.”

Hana knew she was absolutely right. It was a thought that had entered her mind
more than once. “I know,” she murmured. “Yes, I know.” And yet she avoided facing that

irrevocable fact.
(Picture Bride 201)

NFE, BRZHE LT A AHABICETALIENTE2 L), WOHFILIERAE
BloThEL, Lo iEdT A2 LR S ZETIIHBEL THwize L2 LNTH
B, WELICEOYo [0l & [V ] OARVEDLALT, IBOKESE & L ICHETOE
MBS 72 o Tz REEZE U220 S HHZ Lo CIESEREO MR A &k
NBHNFED, KEBICEIELZ L EbN BV I BEVRET L2 LT, HEZIESLT S S
EWCHIETH o720 KEBIZIZZD L) BT OUBRHELTHY ., SVEVE#IT L7720
2y DD RVRESVOBEARELICP T CEORER ) BITOTHo 72,

AT =D, B ML, HRZo— I3 2558 O RUE» 5% 5
EEBIT, LI ZIZE LD TH 72,

- 126 —



PR R E o 7o HAR NI

Mary was aware of her own changing body as it moved toward womanhood,
and although there were things she wanted to ask, she could not speak of them to her
mother. Mary had no close girl friends, for she had long ago learned to amuse herself,
confiding only in those imaginary beings that peopled her lonely world.

(Picture Bride 214)
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ON THE BOAT, we often wondered: Would we like them? Would we love them? Would
we recognize them from their pictures when we first saw them on the deck? ... At
night we dreamed of our husbands. We dreamed of new wooden sandals and endless
bolts of indigo silk and of living, one day, in a house with a chimney. We dreamed we
were lovely and tall. We dreamed we were back in the rice paddies, which we had so

desperately wanted to escape. The rice paddy dreams were always nightmares.

(Buddha 4)
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Some of us were from Tokyo, and had seen everything, and spoke beautiful Japanese,
and did not mix much with any of the others. Many more of us were from Kagoshima
and spoke in a thick southern dialect that those of us from Tokyo pretended we could
not understand.

(Buddha 8)
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MOSTLY, they were ashamed of us. Our floppy straw hats and threadbare clothes. Our
heavy accents. Every sing oh righ? Our cracked, callused palms. Our deeply lined faces
black from years of picking peaches and staking grape plants in the sun. They longed for
real fathers with briefcases who went to work in a suit and tie and only mowed the grass
on Sundays. They wanted different and better mothers who did not look so worn out.
Can’t you put on a little lipstick? They dreaded rainy days in the country when we came
to pick them up after school in our battered old farm trucks. They never invited over
friends to our crowded homes in J-town. We live like beggars.

(Buddha 75)
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THERE ARE CERTAIN MEMBERS of our community, however, who were more than a
little relieved to see the Japanese go. For we have read the stories in the papers, we have
heard the whispered rumors, we know that secret caches of weapons were discovered
in the cellars of Japanese farmers in towns not far from ours, and even though we
would like to believe that most, if not all, of the Japanese here in our town were good,
trustworthy citizens, of their absolute loyalty we could not be sure. “There was just so
much about them we didn't know,” says one mother of five. “It made me uneasy. [ always
felt like there was something they were trying to hide.”

(Buddha 118-119)
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But this is only hearsay, and none of it necessarily true. All we know is that the Japanese
are out there somewhere, in one place or another, and we shall probably not meet them
again in this world.

(Buddha 129)
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