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Sailor Who Fell From Grace With 
The Sea

By Yukio Mishima

Author Biography
Name at birth: Kimitake Hiraoka
Yukio Mishima is one of the most widely-read Japanese authors of the 20th 
century, due in part to his dramatic suicide in 1970. Born in Tokyo, Mishima 
studied law and was a civil servant before turning to writing exclusively. 
Over his career he was incredibly prolific, a writer of novels, short stories, 
plays and political and literary criticism, beginning in the late 1940s. 
Nominated for the Nobel Prize three times, his most famous books include 
Gogo no eiko (1965, translated as The Sailor Who Fell From Grace With the 
Sea), Kinkakuji (1956, The Temple of the Golden Pavilion) and the tetralogy 
Hojo no umi (1965-71, The Sea of Fertility). His personal life got just as 
much attention as his writing: after a 1952 trip to Greece Mishima began a 
strict regimen of body-building, and he became keen on photographing his 
chiseled physique in poses reminiscent of the death of the Christian martyr 
St. Sebastian. He also became obsessed with loyalty to the emperor and 
formed his own small army, called the Shield Society. On November 25, 
1970, he delivered the complete manuscript of the last work in his tetralogy, 
then proceeded with four followers to the headquarters of the Japanese 
Self-Defence Force, where he read a "manifesto" and then committed 
seppuku (ritual disembowelment), after which one of his compatriots 
chopped his head off. He is considered by many to be one of the greatest 
Japanese writers of the 20th century, but other critics have dismissed his 
work as examples of egocentric, nihilistic decadence.

About the book
A novel by a man who committed ritual suicide (seppuku) at the age of 45 is 
not likely to be a very cheerful read, but “The Sailor Who Fell From Grace 
With The Sea” is as brilliant and concise a read as exists within the modern 
canon. From the beauty and power of the title through to this novella’s
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dramatic finale, it is easy to see why Mishima was apparently short 
listed for the Nobel Prize for Literature on several occasions – just 
what he would have done if he’d won is an interesting question in 
itself. This, perhaps quintessentially Japanese, work, with tremendous 
writerly poise and precision, examines what becomes of 13 year old 
boys, and perhaps all of us, once we are able to objectify another 
human being. The outcome may be chilling, but is it surprising?

Website:
www.vill.yamanakako.yamanashi.jp/bungaku/mishima/index-e.html

Other titles: 
Confession of a Mask 
The Sea of Fertility
Enjo

Points for Discussion:
1. It is difficult not to feel the pall of the author’s life and strange death 

when reading this novel; what impact did the knowledge of such 
things have on the readers?

2. Other novels such as “Lord of the Flies” have explored similar 
territory; are there many similarities between the two novels?

3. The novel’s protagonists are 13 year old boys; could other ages or 
groups act in the same way, or is such behaviour unique to adolescent 
males?

4. What is the significance of the sea and seafaring in the novel?

5. Is it a “cold” novel in its sense of detachment and matter-of-fact 
approach, or is the author trying to get inside the sense of 
“objectivity” the boys possess and hold to as their doctrine?

6. The boys use numbers to describe each other; what does this say 
about them and their personalities, and about post-war Japan?




