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Abstract

Banana Yoshimoto’s Kitchen (1988) poignantly explores grief, loss, and the processes of
mourning through the experiences of its protagonist, Mikage Sakurai. This paper undertakes a
thanatological reading of the novella, arguing that the serving culinary realm and kitchen
space serve as a central metaphor and practical mechanism for coping with profound sorrow
and reconstructing a sense of self and belonging in the aftermath of bereavement. The
theories of Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, Margaret Stroebe, and Henk Schut have been used to
analyze the text through the lens of thanatology. This study analyzes, through the interplay of
food, memory, and interpersonal relationships, how Mikage navigates the liminal space
between loss and healing, ultimately finding solace and a revived connection fo life through
the recurrent rituals of cooking and eating. It draws upon thanatological theories of grief
processing fo demonstrate how Yoshimoto subftly yet effectively portrays the non-linear,
individualized nature of mourning, the restorative power of which, the text argues, can be
found in the next mundane, everyday act that one might perform.
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Introduction:

Banana Yoshimoto's Kifchen represents a significant contribution to the canon
of contemporary Japanese literature, which showcases its enduring relevance to
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modern literature. It is widely appreciated for its poignant depiction of love, loss,
and the process of rebirth. This novella has swiftly transformed into a significant
cultural phenomenon in Japan, especially resonating with the younger demographic.
Yoshimoto's distinctive and accessible writing style has been coupled with her focus
on ordinary young individuals grappling with extraordinary grief in their personal
experiences.

The protagonist in this novella is Mikage Sakurai, a young woman who faces
profound loss after the death of her cherished grandmother, which leaves her
feeling isolated. Mikage finds surprising comfort and refuge in kitchens. She moves
in with Yuichi Tanabe and his mother, Eriko, to comfort her loneliness. In their
apartment, even though she is grieving, their kitchen turns into a sanctuary for her.
Daily domestic elements, like the comfort of a stove, a favorite meal, or the
refrigerator's nightly hum, are given emotional significance throughout the
narrative. In Yoshimoto's work, the ordinary things such as meals, cleaning, and
living space design are combined with the extraordinary sense of grieving to
express a subtle beauty in everyday life.

Ramsay in his article points out the intricate way in which themes of death and
bereavement are woven together in the narrative. He explores how individuals
navigate the complex emotional landscape left in the wake of a loved one's
departure. Even traditional Japanese literature doesn't produce works like this.
Often, when something so new and fresh appears, it's because it's given form
through the young characters Yoshimoto populates. They are part of a consumer
culture, part of a youthful Japan that seems to be floundering in the present.

Thanatology is the study of death and dying, which provides a deep
understanding of the social, psychological, and cultural dimensions of death, grief,
and mourning. In the light of thanatology as a framework, this article analyzes the
novella Kitchen, maintaining that it makes a powerful case for the role of culinary
activity as a potent form of consolation in the face of grief. It will investigate how
Mikage uses cooking and the metaphor of the kitchen as a space for memory-
making, emotional processing, and forging new familial bonds. Through the lens of
thanatological theory, it will examine the appearance of grief in various stages
throughout the narrative and its manifestation in the characters of Mikage and
Yuichi. In his thesis, Ramsay states that the novella avoids traditional mourning
rituals. Instead, it presents a contemporary, almost secular approach to death,
focusing predominantly on the kind of personal experiences that make up the
emotional resilience associated with the kind of contemporary messages we tend to
share about death. This article justifies that The Kifchen is a story of culinary
consolation, where the simple acts of cooking and eating become acts of emotional
healing and remembrance.

Theoretical Framework:

Thanatology, which originates from the Greek word ‘thanatos’, meaning ‘death’,
is an interdisciplinary field. It is concerned with death, dying, and bereavement. It
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integrates perspectives from psychology, sociology, and history to elucidate the
ways in which individuals navigate the complexities of the appearance and
disappearance of individuals in our lives. In literary analysis, a thanatological
reading looks at the representation of death in a text.

The seminal work by Elisabeth Kibler-Ross, On Death and Dying (1969),
introduced a framework consisting of five stages of grief. They are denial, anger,
bargaining, depression, and acceptance, which are relevant to the conditions of
terminal illness and the states of bereavement. This model underscores that grief is
bound up with emotional uproar and culminates in some version of acceptance. It is
treated as a touchstone method to analyze the personal grief of an individual. As a
literary criticism, the idea of Kubler-Ross helps researchers to trace a character’s
emotional trajectory. For instance, this idea of grief helps to analyze and understand
the protagonist, Mikage’s initial shock of losing her grandmother, which leads to the
denial and numbness, which later turns towards acceptance and renewal in the form
of caring and supporting others who face the same grief.

Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut proposed the theory of “The Dual Process
Model of Coping with Bereavement”. It is an important modern approach to
thanatology. This theory suggests that the mourners oscillate between two kinds of
stressors: loss-oriented stressors and restoration-oriented stressors. This oscillation
enables people to face their sorrow and to take part in life reintegration activities at
the same time. For instance, Mikage steers through this seesaw, oscillating between
intense grief and excitement about her new living situation. Thus, through the lens of
thanatology, the novella Kitchen has been analysed, and it provides a deep
understanding of the emotions and grief of Mikage and Yuichi.

Methodology:

Qualitative literary analysis has been adopted to analyse the novella, Kitchen.
Close reading of the text has been done to investigate grief, memory, and mourning
in Banana Yoshimoto’s Kitchen through thanatology. Thanatology theories of grief,
loss, and the model of coping have been used to analyse the recurring themes of the
novella. Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross’ “Theory of Grief” and Margaret Stroebe and Henk
Schut’s theory of “The Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement” has been
effectively applied to analyse the life of Mikage Sakurai and Yuichi. This research
article aims to emphasise the central themes such as grief, memory and mourning.
By giving equal importance to these three themes, this article intends to bring forth
the process of emotional healing in the novella Kitchen.

Result and Analysis
Grief and Solitude in the Kitchen

The kitchen is a domestic space which offers solace to all women in the world.
It is considered to be a kingdom of a woman. In Banana Yoshimoto’s Kifchen, it
serves as a metaphor to navigate the grief, memory and mourning of the
protagonist Mikage Sakurai. She is highly attached towards the kitchen.
Metaphorically, it becomes her soothing space where she finds comfort for her loss.
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In the beginning, Mikage's sorrow surfaces as a deep-seated inertia and an
unfathomable sense of dislocation. Her grandmother's death leaves her with no
family, and she feels truly alone and destitute, without even a feeble sense of
kinship to keep her afloat. Her connection to the kitchen, even at its most quotidian,
is a strange fusion of stability and comfort, something that anchors her in an
unfriendly world. She mentions: “The place I like best in this world is the kitchen. No
matter where it is, no matter what kind of a kitchen it is, if it’s a kitchen, if it’s a place
where they make food, it’s fine with me” (Yoshimoto 5).

Earlier, still staggering from her grandmother's death, Mikage can only find
solace in sleeping next to her humming refrigerator. The warm, constant buzz of the
beloved appliance is the nearest substitute for familial warmth, and the refrigerator
kisses her into a gentle sleep. She says, “The hum of the refrigerator kept me from
thinking of my loneliness. There, the long night came on in perfect peace, and
morning came” (Yoshimoto 2). In the same way that kitchen lights and familiar
kitchen smells reverse any sense of darkness, Mikage still clings to a sense of kitchen
intimacy.

An invitation from Yuichi Tanabe and his transgender mother, Eriko, to live with
them provides Mikage with a lifeline. Their home, especially the kitchen, becomes
the site of her healing. The meals they share and the very act of cooking within their
unconventional family unit make Mikage feel that she is re-entering a world of
connection and shared experience. She mentions:

Wrapped in blankets, I thought how funny it was that tonight, too, here I
wads sleeping next to the kitchen. I smiled to myself. But this time I wasn't
lonely. Maybe I had been waiting for this. Maybe all I had been hoping for
was a bed in which to be able to stop thinking, just for a little while, about
what happened before and what would happen in the future.
(Yoshimoto 17)

Thus, she finds her sanctuary in the kitchen. Finally, she discontinues her studies and
chooses to become an assistant to a celebrity cook. Her job provides her with a
sense of liveliness and satisfaction. She declares:

In that kitchen. I was not afraid of burns or scars; I didn't suffer from
sleepless nights. Every day, I was thrilled with pleasure at the challenges
tomorrow would bring. Memorizing the recipe, I would make carrot cakes
that included a bit of my soul. At the supermarket, I would stare at a
bright red tomato, loving it for dear life. Having known such joy, there was
no going back. (Yoshimoto 56)

She loves her job and decides to stick with that. Thus, the kitchen serves her not
only as a place of mourning, but she also finds herself back in the kitchen. It brings
new life to her and gives hope for the future. She says, “It’s strange. Perhaps
because to me, a kitchen represents some distant longing engraved on my soul. As I
stood there, I seemed to be making a new start; something was coming back”
(Yoshimoto 54).

ISSN 3048-6920 17 WWW.ILNJOURNAL.COM


https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6328-7351
mailto:umasivashankari@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-8313-6964
mailto:pvdeeparesearch@gmail.com

ILN JOURNAL: INDIAN LITERARY NARRATIVES, VOLUME 2, ISSUE 2, JUNE 2025

Eriko’s Death and Mourning

Mikage doesn't fall apart after Eriko's unexpected death but instead takes
refuge in the kitchen. Repeatedly performing kitchen tasks, even mindless ones,
relieves some of her anxiety, as though she were benignly purging the effects of
tragedy from her surroundings. The kitchen is both a refuge and a site of recovery
for Mikage. She is a long way from being healed, but her performative acts of
cooking bring her a little closer to being whole again. This represents the last stage
of Kiibler-Ross’s model of mourning. This loss, nonetheless, is qualitatively distinct
when compared to that of her grandmother's. Following a phase of connection and
reattachment, the ensuing loss of Eriko, though profoundly distressing, does not
leave her in a state of complete desolation as it once did. The prior experience of
grief, along with the emerging connections established with Yuichi, lays the
groundwork for resilience. So she wants to be with him and support him because of
her understanding of the pain and suffering. She runs to him and tries to comfort
him. Her presence brings a kind of comfort zone to Yuichi. He hardly eats after the
death of Eriko. Yuichi asks her to prepare a professional dinner for him before she
leaves for her apartment. He says:

“Mikage,” he said, getting up, "are you going back to your house tonight?”
“Hmm ..." I thought about it. "I wonder if I should go home after dinner...”
“Ah!" said Yuichi, "make me a professional dinner!”

That gave me a terrific idea, and I got serious.

“All right, then, let's get o work. We'll make a dinner to end all dinners.”

I enthusiastically planned a magnificent feast. (Yoshimoto 53)

This dinner helps Yuichi soothe his pain. Finally, Mikage brings katsudon from Izu to
Yuichi at his inn. The food and her act of love and concern helped him to restart his
life once again. This brings him hope and rebirth.

Memory and Culinary Consolation

The interplay of memory and culinary experiences serves as a significant
catalyst in Mikage’s journey towards healing. The presence of her grandmother is
conjured through the modest yet profound rituals of preparing and consuming
cherished culinary creations. The culinary memories function as a means of
sustaining a connection, ensuring that her grandmother's essence remains vibrant
and woven into her current existence. For instance, once Mikage settles in, she and
Yuichi share a peculiar dream in which they find themselves together in Mikage's
grandmother's home, cleaning it and singing a cheerful song about a lighthouse. At
the same moment, they wake, soulmates in the same dream, and long for ramen.
Yuichi and Mikage share a quietly luminous moment. That fabulous synchronicity
feels here like a light cutting through Mikage's emotional darkness, illuminating her
grief.

Yamamoto rightly points out that in Japanese literature, the theme of
loneliness is a recurring motif, often intertwined with the experience of loss and the
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sedrch for connection. Another instance of culinary consolation in the text occurs
most dramatically when Mikage rushes, almost impulsively, to Yuichi's side with
food. During her trip to Izu, Mikage finds herself in a small cafeteria, eating a meal
of fried pork called ‘katsudon’. The taste unexpectedly revives her; she feels as if the
richness has brought her “back to life.” Immediately, she buys another serving to
share. Arriving at Yuichi's inn battered but determined, Mikage confronts him and
insists he taste the food. As Yuichi eats, Mikage feels happy and fulfilled. Both realize
that they are family and they are there to help each other at all times. So, it makes
Yuichi go back to Tokyo to start his life fresh. The novella Kifchen clearly portrays
how the kitchen space and food help Mikage and Yuichi to restart their lives after
mourning the death of their dear blood relatives.

Discussion

A poignant literary examination of loss, grief, and healing, Banana Yoshimoto's
Kitchen is delicately mediated through the everyday activity of cooking. In terms of
thanatology, this novella, Kitchen, provides a convincing psychological and
philosophical investigation of how people cope with death and retain their memory.
In Yoshimoto’s narration, the kitchen serves as a place of emotional catharsis as
well as a space for nourishment. It is the place where memories are memory is
preserved, mourning is ritualised, and grief is ultimately consoled.

Thanatology, according to Robert J. Kastenbaum, involves both the study of
death and the responses of individuals and societies to death-related experiences
(Kastenbaum 24). The novel begins with the death of the grandmother of the
protagonist, Mikage Sakurai, who is the last relative of Mikage. She begins to
channelise her grief and the depth of her intense sadness. Her instinctive gravitation
to the kitchen points to an unintentional desire to place oneself in a comfortable,
uplifting setting. “The kitchen is my favourite place in the world,” says Mikage
(Yoshimoto 3). This predilection takes on symbolic importance; the kitchen serves as
a metaphor for continuity amid disruption and a psychological stabiliser.

Grief is one of the five stages proposed by Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross. It represents
a nonlinear journey characterised by phases of denial, anger, bargaining,
depression, and acceptance (Kiibler-Ross & Kessler 7). The trajectory of grief
exemplifies this arc, especially in Mikage's instances of dissociation and withdrawal.
Her brief stay at Yuichi's apartment may be seen as a phase of negotiation, a
careful interaction with her circumstances in which she exchanges her grief for
company and a familiar gastronomic schedule. Cooking then is a kind of embodied
grief. It turns into a habit through which she redoubles her agency.

Yoshimoto's novella clarifies even more the complex relationship dynamics
involved in the grieving process. Like Mikage, Yuichi’s loss of his transsexual mother,
Eriko, runs parallel. He shows little expression in his grief. The death of Eriko, a figure
who questions conventional gender roles and mother responsibilities, enhances the
thanatological topic by generating questions about identity, legacy, and
nontraditional family relationships. Yoshimoto articulates, “Yuichi remarked, gazing
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upward at the sky, In moments of profound sadness, I believe it is essential to
engage in some form of action” (Yoshimoto 85). This philosophy embodies a
Japanese cultural orientation towards shoganai (it can’t be helped), emphasising
acceptance as a collective rather than solely an individual endeavour. As Hiroko
Kawano notes, in Japanese culture, “Food becomes a medium for continuity
between the living and the dead” (Kawano 53). When Mikage presents katsudon to
Yuichi, during a period of collective grief, the gesture echoes this custom. The meal
goes beyond its nutritional value. It acts as a medium for expressing empathy and
collective grief.

Mikage finds solace in the humming of the refrigerator. It soothes her
loneliness. She finds the kitchen as her comfort zone. It helps her to overcome her
grief and brings hope for her future life. “The humming of the refrigerator provides a
sense of solace,” Mikage notes (Yoshimoto 4). The humming has been transformed
info a mechanical heartbeat, resonating with the void left by her grandmother’s life.

Yoshimoto's portrayal of food as a healing tool speaks to Judith Butler's
conception of loss as a transforming social phenomenon. Butler suggests that loss
helps the subject to ‘dispossess’, hence creating a relational fragility that questions
the idea of autonomy. (Butler 30). Mikage’s journey is predominantly introspective. It
is marked by instances of dispossession like sleeping on unfamiliar couches, sharing
meals with near-strangers. She is gradually reconstructing her identity through these
communal spaces. The act of preparing and sharing food enables her to traverse
this vulnerability without yielding to despair.

It is also significant that Kitchen refrains from providing a conclusive resolution
to grief. Although the novella reaches a conclusion that evokes a sense of emotional
renewal, it refrains from idealising the concept of closure. Yoshimoto presents what
Cathy Caruth describes as a “narrative of belated understanding,” in which tfrauma
is not simply overcome but rather integrated (Caruth 8). Mikage's capacity, her
passion in cooking, and her trip to Izu with a katsudon in hand point to a
progression rather than the eradication of loss. It helps one see that living can
coexist with grief.

Kitchen shows how cooking is a major means of processing loss. By means of
food, the figures created by Yoshimoto express a strong assertion of life in the
inevitable death. They engage in a nuanced, continuous process of grieving and
rebuilding memories inside the ruins of loss. The novella explores death not only as
an emotional stalemate but also as a potentially useful and therapeutic aspect of
the human experience.

Conclusion

Banana Yoshimoto’s Kitchen presents a profound and ultimately optimistic
examination of grief, memory, and the complex journey of mourning. Viewing the
novella through the prism of thanatology reveals that it franscends a simple tale of
loss to show the extraordinary capacity of people to withstand and the transforming
power of what would seem to be daily events. From deep seclusion to a rising sense
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of belonging, Mikage Sakurai's path is deftly entwined with the sensory pleasures of
food and the calming techniques connected with the kitchen.

The culinary domain within the kitchen functions not only as a mere setting but
also as an active catalyst for healing. This environment offers Mikage a tangible
setting for the processing of her grief. It serves as a conduit for developing new and
significant connections with Yuichi and Eriko, which revitalises her life. In the case of
Yuichi, food brings him from the mourning phase to the new beginning. The novella
serves as a profound illustration of the notion that, even amidst profound despair,
the kitchen, both in a literal sense and as a metaphor, can function as a sanctuary. It
is a space where memories are revered, new relationships are cultivated, and the
delicate yet resilient essence of life discovers pathways to not only survive but to
thrive.

This study presents a more complex thanatological interpretation of Banana
Yoshimoto's Kitchen, stressing in Japanese cultural and literary settings the junction
of culinary venues and grieving ceremonies. Through an analysis of the ways in
which loss is negotiated and expressed through the symbolism of food and
domesticity, this work contributes to an expanded discourse on themes of death and
sorrow within contemporary Japanese literature. By highlighting the therapeutic
and mnemonic dimensions of quotidian activities such as cooking, this discourse
establishes a connection between literary studies and the fields of thanatology,
trauma theory, and cultural anthropology. This multidisciplinary approach creates
fresh opportunities for investigating how daily actions could be containers for
emotional resilience and literary healing. Comparative studies of food and sorrow in
various East Asian literary traditions, investigations of gendered loss via culinary
symbolism, and psychological interpretations of food as a coping strategy in global
trauma tales are the focus of the next study. Future research can also look into how
Yoshimoto's larger work interacts with death, memory, and ritual from a feminist
thanatological viewpoint or visual media adaptations of Kitchen.
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