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Today, we’re delighted to present an excerpt 
from “Planet Tokyo” (Polirom, Romania, 
1998), the debut novel of the Romanian-
born writer Claudia Golea Sumiya who now 
lives in Japan, translated by another 
Romanian-born artist and writer who lives 
in Switzerland, Ana Prundaru. As Prundaru 
writes in her intro, the novel describes, 
“with radical honesty and deadpan humor, 
Golea Sumiya’s turbulent first year in Japan 
as a twenty-something-year-old student” and 
her struggle to build a new life first as a 
professional and then as a writer in a foreign 
country. We’re also excited to feature 
several of Ana Prundaru’s moody and 
intriguing collages on Japanese themes. 
 
And remember, in September and beyond, 
take time to explore the world from your 
own living room through your favorite 
thought-provoking literary translations.  
Let us know where they take you—we’d 
love to hear from you. 
 
—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman 

 
 
Translator’s Note 
 
“Planet Tokyo” (1998) is Claudia Golea Sumiya’s debut novel, garnering much popularity 
among readers interested in living in Japan. “Tokyo by Night” (2000) is its sequel. With 
radical honesty and deadpan humor, Claudia Golea Sumiya captures her turbulent first year 
in Japan as a twenty-something student, not shying away from chronicling such events as 
occasional recreational drug use, befriending members of the yakuza and her stay at a 
mental hospital, arranged by her superficially welcoming but progressively unsympathetic 
host family. It is through her own resourcefulness that she builds a self-directed life, first as 
a salary-woman at a Japanese firm and subsequently as a writer. 
 
—Ana Prundaru, translator  



 
"Komazawa Tutti Frutti" 
 

Keiko had received an invitation to the 
movie theatre "Wave" to view 
Prospero's Books, Peter Greenaway's 
cinematic adaptation of Shakespeare's 
The Tempest. Since she was reluctant 
to venture all the way to Shibuya, she 
gave me the invitation. 
 
It was quite late when I returned, so 
Atsushi and Ken had already gone to 
bed, while Keiko was watching 
videos, letting the night fade away. 
She asked me if I enjoyed the movie. 
"Sort of, except for the fact that the 
screen was continuously blurry." 
" Blurry? What? Was the image bad 
quality?" 
" It wasn't bad quality, but the story 

took place on a nudist beach - no joke – meaning armies of naked extras fogging the 
landscape with blurry spheres around their genital areas, making it seem like a ghost 
island." 
Keiko burst into an uncontrollable laughter. "Ah, bokashi. That is the name for the 
blurry spheres." 
"Well, it was horribly frustrating. I knew depicting genital organs is prohibited in Japan, 
but censuring a movie of a major producer? Give me a break. If you think about it, there 
might be people who get a kick out of monitoring movies for private parts, only so they can 
obscure them with blurry spheres - sorry, I mean bokashi. I imagine them to be sexually 
obsessed folks, whose dreams are filled with genital organs. But the best part is their salary 
is covered by the federal budget for the arts." 
Keiko frowned at the last sentence. " You are right. They are stupid perverts. There is 
big opposition against them. This is why ura videos are being produced." 
"Ura videos?" 
"Yes. They are illegal videos that show the genitals uncensored. It is a form of protest!" 
Keiko proceeded to explain everything about ura videos: how the films were 
produced and distributed illegally by the yakuza, how anyone could get their hands on 
them, how the system put in place by the yakuza was going like clockwork, how the police 
cared too little to address the issue and finally, the fact that the price of a tape amounted to 
about 3500 Yen ($35). 
 
It turned out that in his younger years, Keiko's husband Ken used to watch them 
religiously. In fact, he was in possession of a collection of ura videos, albeit Keiko 
made Ken move his collection to his office when Atsushi was born. A few videos remained 
in the house however and Keiko offered to show them to me, so I wouldn't believe all 



Japanese were prude. She stepped on a chair 
and pulled out some tapes from a tall 
cabinet. Then she pushed one into the video 
player and pressed play.  
 
It was an interesting experience. Indeed, the 
focus was entirely on the genital area, 
leaving no room for a plot, which 
undoubtedly reflected the fed up public's 
wish to skip storylines in favor of the 
essential. I asked Keiko to turn up the 
volume, because I could not hear what was 
being said, although the unintentional verbal 
expressions considerably outweighed the 
intentional ones. Without a doubt, she turned 
up the volume too much, because soon after, 
we heard someone coming down the stairs. 

"Oh no, could this be Atsushi?"  
Keiko fumbled through a sea of newspapers and magazines, in search for the remote 
control. The door to the living room opened, before she could find it and Ken stepped 
inside. 
"What are you doing?" 
"Thank goodness, it's just you. Nothing. " Keiko found the remote control and pressed 
stop. "Claudia-san saw Prospero's Books at Shibuya and made fun of the Japanese for 
overworking to contribute to the state budget, which in turn supports perverts, who 
draw bokashi above genitals. All the gaijin are laughing about us for working like 
maniacs and they think we are so money-hungry, when in fact, all we do is put 
flowers on top of utility poles and draw blurry spheres on private parts! I had to show 
her that the crème of Japan understands art and opposes censure. " 
"I oppose censure too!" Ken declared, dropping on the couch and pressing play, 
making the moans and sighs reappear. Keiko's jaw dropped. 
" What are you doing? 
" I'm expressing my opposition to censure!" Ken said, stretching his legs on the table. 
Keiko shook her head and retreated to her room to go to bed. 
I found myself in a somewhat awkward situation. I would have left, but I didn't want 
to appear intimidated by him, so I decided to stay till the end of the movie. Ken took 
advantage of a lull moment in the movie - in which the protagonist searched for a new 
lover - to go to the kitchen. I heard him grab something from the refrigerator and 
when he returned, he was holding a container filled with natto. 
The protagonist had found a new lover, meaning new genitals appeared on the screen. 
Ken opened the container and started to chew with his mouth open, making 
exaggerated sounds, as he slurped down the fermented beans. He brought out noises not 
unlike the ones on the movie, which seemed to go on infinitely. Ken was undoubtedly 
trying to demonstrate the superiority of Japanese culture. It was time to leave. 
"I am tired. I'm going to go to sleep. Good night!" 
"Sleep well. Sweet dreams!"  



Ever since then, Ken proceeded to 
watch pornographic movies once 
Atsushi was asleep, ruining Keiko 
and my nights. Similar movies were 
offered in Tutti Frutti – a movie 
rental nearby - but they of course had 
bokashi on the genitals. Ken, who 
had a vivid imagination, didn't seem 
to mind much. 
 
When he came along on my daily 
outings with Atsushi to Tutti Frutti, I 
didn't think anything of it. As 
always, Atsushi chose his cartoons 
and scary movies and I picked up the 
latest Twin Peaks videos. Ken 
headed to the far end of the rental, 
the one with a sign that said neither 
"SF", nor "Horror", but instead had a 
pink heart drawn on it. I had to wait 
over half an hour as usual, because 
Atsushi could not make up his mind, 
before looking at all pictures on the 

tapes. There was no sign of Ken either, until I heard a faint call from the area around the 
heart-embellished sign. 
"Claudia-san!" 
I walked toward the pink heart, where I found Ken holding three tapes. He shoved 
them into my hands. 
"These are movies with my favorite actress, Aida Momo. You can find her movies in 
these shelves." He gesticulated with his index finger. 
"Aha!" 
" I won't be able to come here every day, because I am busy. Besides, people would 
think I am obsessed and I can't allow that, since I am over forty and have a family. So 
you will have to borrow Aida Momo movies each time you come here with Atsushi." 
I was unable to produce a response. Instead, I stood there with my open mouth and 
my right eye pulling toward the nose. 
As we walked toward the counter, Atsushi stretched on his tiptoes to get a glimpse of 
the tapes. 
"Dad, what did you get? I want to see!" 
"You go ahead and pay for these. I will wait outside." Ken said, while his son 
attempted to snatch the tapes out of my hands. 
"Neesan! Me see tapes! Taaaaapes!" 
"Atsushi, stop it. You will see them, when you learn to speak proper English." 
"Ahh, neesan, I ... want.. see... tapes!" 
"Try again!" 
  



 
The cashier was a young man, around the age of eighteen. I gave him the tapes, breathing 
out in relief, when the covers were replaced with unsuspicious ones. The cashier blushed at 
the sight of Ken's tapes and then blushed even more when I asked him for a receipt.  
"Ryoshusho onegai shimasu! Please give me a receipt." 
Nobody asked for receipts in Japan, save for company owners who needed them for tax 
refunds. Out of these exceptions, next to nobody cared about receipts when borrowing 
movies, except those who had companies with rights attached to artistic activities, such as 
with the Sunagawa family, who worked in lighting. And so Keiko always made sure I came 
home with a receipt, irrespective of what I was purchasing. 
The staff at Tutti Frutti had grown used to the peculiar gaijin soliciting receipts for 
videotapes, but it was the first time I saw this boy, who was likely new at the job. It 
was however his duty to produce a receipt and after looking left and right for the 
receipt printer for what seemed like an eternity, he had finally found it. By the time a 
line formed behind me, he proceeded with printing. He needed the beneficiary's name 
for the receipt, so he asked me what my name was. 
"Ue de ii desu. " I said. 
Ue meant up and "Ue de ii desu" was a common expression used in situations where 
someone wanted to avoid giving his or her name. The boy appeared unfamiliar with 
this however and asked me to repeat "the above mentioned", finally giving up and 



putting down "Wendy-sama" - her 
highness, Wendy. 
"No, I'm not Wendy." I said. 
"You're not? I apologize!" His blush was 
now spreading over his ears, as if he had 
endured countless slaps to his face. I felt 
bad for him and started to repeat the 
words again, this time slower. 
"You don't have to write Wendy. It's Ue: 
U.E." 
The boy then ripped the receipt with 
Wendy on it and drew up a new one. 
This time he wrote the katakana 
characters for up (ウエ). 
"No, katakana is not right either. " 
"Not katakana?" 
"No. Please write it in Kanji, like this." I 

drew the kanji for up - 上- with my finger in the air, which in this case was the designated 
term for someone whose name was to be kept private. 
"Ah!" He said and wrote 上様  - the above-mentioned highness. This time however, he 
made a mistake in the year. 
"We are not in the second year of the Heisei period. We are already in the forth year." 
The people behind us were laughing and someone shouted, "henna onesan" (what a 
strange lady). The boy ripped the receipt once more, producing the fourth and final 
one. By the time Atsushi and I left the store, I exhaled deeply and to my relief, Asuk 
had completely forgotten about wanting to see the pictures on the tapes. 
That evening was a merry one. Ken seemed to be going through a midlife crisis of 
some sort and he addressed it by deriving feelings of superiority from declaring 
himself the head of the family. This mainly meant that he monopolized the video on 
evenings and nights. With nothing else left to do, Keiko retreated to her room with a 
book and I did the same, in order to practice my kanji. This routine came to an end 
one fateful night. 
 
I was at Tutti Frutti with Atsushi. At that point, the head of family had gone through 
nearly all Aida Momo videos and was out of ideas what to borrow. As usual, men 
between the ages of forty and eighty were wandering around in the pink heart section. 
They stared at the pictures on the cover, looked left and right to make sure they 
weren't being watched and most of the time put the videos back on the shelves. 
Naturally, my presence in the pink heart section scandalized the regulars, gaining me 
nauseated stares. On that particular occasion however, one man took it too far, as he 
followed me through the store to see what I was picking. 
After paying and making our way back home, I noticed that he was following us. I 
closed the door in his nose when we arrived and wasted no thought on him in the 
hours that followed. Atsushi watched Child's Play 3 and then went to sleep. Ken was 
just getting ready to watch his porn when Keiko glanced outside the window, noticing 
someone staring back at her. 



"Ken!" 
"What is it?" 
"There is a man doing waisetsu in front of our house." 
"A wanker?" 
"Yes! " 
"It's probably that man who followed Atsushi and me home from Tutti Frutti. I always 
see him at the porn section." I said. 
"What? Ken, did you hear this?" 
Ken pretended not to have heard. 
"Ken!. Did. You. Hear. This!" 
Without responding, he got up from the couch and went to the window. "Are you 
looking for someone?" 
The man walked away, since Ken was likely not the one he was looking for. Ken, 
pleased with himself, prepared to watch the movie, but the incident was the last straw 
for Keiko. 
"This is a house with a small child! While Claudia-san has to borrow your movies for 
you, she attracts all kinds of maniacs to our house. That's enough! No more porn! Go 
to the office. Now! Take your dirty videos to the office!" 
Ken didn't say a word and out the door he went. From then on, I had access to the 
video player at all times, but the harmony in the Sunagawa family became undeniably 
disrupted. Ken returned home later than usual and Keiko made sure he had nothing 
waiting for him on the table and both were understandably miserable. On a level I felt 
guilty for my part in all this, while also cursing out Prospero with his book and 
everything. Despite him being one of my favorite producers at that time, I became 
unable to tolerate any movies directed by Greenaway from then on. 
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