
A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki 1

A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki

A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth
Ozeki

Downloaded from everybodystreet.com
by Jacob & Vaughan

INTRODUCTION: THE QUIET POWER OF A FOUND
DIARY

Some novels linger long after the last page is turned. A Tale For
The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki is one of those rare works that
feels both deeply personal and expansively universal. Published
in 2013 and shortlisted for the Booker Prize, this novel weaves
together the lives of two characters—a teenage girl in Japan and
a writer in British Columbia—through the unlikely medium of a
diary washed ashore after the 2011 tsunami. What unfolds is a
meditation on time, memory, trauma, and the invisible threads
that connect us across oceans and years. In this article, we will
explore the novel's plot, its central themes, its characters, and
why it continues to resonate with readers around the world.

THE PREMISE: A DIARY FROM THE SEA

At the heart of A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki is a
simple  yet  captivating  premise.  Ruth,  a  novelist  living  on  a
remote island off the coast of British Columbia, discovers a Hello
Kitty  lunchbox  washed  up  on  the  beach.  Inside,  she  finds  a
collection  of  artifacts:  a  diary  written  by  a  sixteen-year-old

Japanese girl named Nao, letters in French, and an antique watch.
As Ruth reads Nao's diary, she becomes drawn into the girl's
troubled life in Tokyo, and the line between reader and subject
begins to blur.
This  metafictional  structure is  central  to  the novel's  appeal.  The
reader is not merely a passive observer but becomes part of the
narrative journey. Ozeki challenges us to consider our own role in
the stories  we encounter.  Are  we merely  reading,  or  are  we
somehow complicit in the lives of the characters we meet on the
page?

THE DUAL NARRATIVE: NAO AND RUTH

The novel alternates between two main perspectives: Nao's diary
entries  and Ruth's  present-day reflections.  This  dual  narrative is
one of the most compelling features of A Tale For The Time
Being By Ruth Ozeki.

Nao's Story: A Teenager in

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki 2022-12-22

Crisis
Nao Yasutani is a sixteen-year-old girl who feels utterly invisible.
Bullied at school, abandoned by her friends, and struggling with
her family's financial ruin, she contemplates suicide. Her father, a
former software engineer, is also deeply depressed after losing
his job in Silicon Valley and moving the family back to Japan.
Nao's  diary  is  a  raw,  unfiltered  account  of  her  pain,  her  anger,
and her search for meaning.
But  Nao  is  also  a  fiercely  intelligent  and  resourceful  character.
She finds a strange kind of salvation in her great-grandmother, a
104-year-old Zen Buddhist nun named Jiko.  Through Jiko,  Nao
begins to learn about impermanence, compassion, and the art of
sitting  with  discomfort.  These  passages  are  among the  most
beautiful  in  the  novel,  offering  a  quiet  counterpoint  to  Nao's
anguish.

Ruth's Story: The Writer as
Reader
Ruth, the other protagonist, is a novelist living with her husband
Oliver on a small island. She is struggling with writer's block and
a sense of dislocation. As she reads Nao's diary, she becomes
obsessed with uncovering what happened to Nao. Did the girl
survive? Is the diary a cry for help from beyond the grave? Ruth's
search for answers mirrors our own as readers, creating a layered

and immersive reading experience.
Ruth's sections also explore her relationship with Oliver, an artist
and environmental activist. Their conversations about quantum
physics, time, and ecology add intellectual depth to the novel
without feeling forced. Through Ruth, Ozeki explores the ethical
responsibilities of the author and the reader: what does it mean
to  bear  witness  to  someone  else's  suffering?  And  can  a  story
change  the  course  of  events?

KEY THEMES IN A TALE FOR THE TIME BEING BY RUTH
OZEKI

The  novel  is  rich  with  interlocking  themes  that  invite  deep
reflection. Below are some of the most significant ones.

Time and Temporality
Time is not simply a backdrop in this novel—it is a living force.
The title itself plays with the word "time being," suggesting both
the present moment and a living, breathing entity. Ozeki draws
on Zen Buddhist concepts of impermanence, as well as quantum
mechanics, to explore how time is subjective and nonlinear. The
diary,  a  physical  object  that  has  traveled  across  the  ocean,
becomes a  metaphor  for  how the past  can intrude upon the
present.
Ruth's  section  includes  discussions  about  the  Many-Worlds
Interpretation of  quantum mechanics,  which posits  that  every
possibility exists simultaneously in parallel universes. This idea
adds a layer of existential wonder to the narrative. If time is not
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linear,  then  perhaps  Nao's  fate  is  not  fixed.  Perhaps  Ruth's
reading  of  the  diary  can,  in  some  small  way,  alter  reality.

Identity and Invisibility
Nao feels  invisible—to her  classmates,  to  her  parents,  to  the
world. Her diary is an attempt to make herself seen. This theme
resonates with anyone who has ever felt overlooked or silenced.
Ozeki explores how identity is shaped by culture, language, and
personal  history.  Nao's  struggle  to  fit  in  both  in  America  and
Japan  highlights  the  dislocation  of  the  immigrant  experience.
Ruth, too, grapples with identity. As a writer, she questions her
role  in  the  world.  As  a  Japanese-American  woman  living  in
Canada, she feels caught between cultures. The diary forces her
to confront her own assumptions about what it means to be a
writer and a witness.

Zen Buddhism and
Mindfulness
The figure of Jiko, the 104-year-old Zen nun, is the spiritual heart
of A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki. Her teachings
about  impermanence,  compassion,  and  the  practice  of  zazen
(sitting  meditation)  offer  Nao—and  the  reader—a  way  to  find
peace amidst chaos. Ozeki, who is a Zen priest herself, brings
authentic insight to these passages.
One of the most memorable scenes involves Jiko teaching Nao

how to sit with her pain. She tells Nao that suffering is like a river;
you cannot stop it, but you can learn to sit on its banks and watch
it flow. This lesson becomes a lifeline for Nao, and it may also be
a lifeline for readers facing their own struggles.

Environmental Awareness
The novel is set in the aftermath of the 2011 Tohoku earthquake
and  tsunami,  an  event  that  devastated  coastal  Japan  and
triggered nuclear meltdowns. Ozeki does not shy away from the
environmental consequences of this disaster. The diary washing
ashore is a reminder of how the natural world is interconnected,
and how human actions have far-reaching effects.
Ruth's husband Oliver is an environmental activist who spends
his  days  monitoring  the  health  of  the  local  ecosystem.  Their
island home is a microcosm of the larger world, where plastic
pollution and climate change are ever-present concerns. Ozeki
suggests that storytelling and environmental stewardship are not
separate endeavors; both require us to pay attention to the world
around us.

Memory and Legacy
The diary is a physical object that carries the weight of memory.
It is a testament to Nao's existence, a fragile artifact that could
easily have been lost  to the sea.  Ruth's reading of  the diary
becomes an act  of  preservation.  This  theme raises  questions
about legacy: What do we leave behind? And how do we ensure
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that our stories survive beyond us?
Ozeki also explores the fragility of memory. Nao's recollections
are filtered through her emotional state, and Ruth's interpretation
of them is colored by her own biases. The novel suggests that
memory is never objective; it is always a collaboration between
the past and the present.

WRITING STYLE AND LITERARY TECHNIQUES

Ozeki's prose is clear, lyrical, and deeply empathetic. She has a
gift  for  making  complex  ideas  accessible  without  sacrificing
nuance. One of the most striking aspects of A Tale For The
Time Being By Ruth Ozeki is its use of footnotes. Throughout
the  novel,  Ruth  adds  footnotes  that  comment  on  the  text,
reference  historical  events,  or  offer  translations  of  Japanese
terms.  These  footnotes  create  a  sense  of  intimacy  and
immediacy,  as  if  we  are  reading  alongside  Ruth.
The novel also includes excerpts from Nao's diary, letters, and
even blog entries. This multi-format approach keeps the narrative
dynamic and engaging. Ozeki plays with the idea of authorship
and authenticity. Is the diary real? Is it a work of fiction within the
fiction?  The  novel  never  gives  us  a  definitive  answer,  and  that
ambiguity  is  part  of  its  power.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT

A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki is deeply rooted in
Japanese culture and history. From the Zen Buddhism of Jiko to
the references to Marcel  Proust  and quantum mechanics,  the
novel blends Eastern and Western traditions with grace.

The 2011 tsunami and nuclear disaster are a crucial backdrop.
Ozeki does not exploit this tragedy for emotional effect; instead,
she treats it with the gravity it deserves. The diary becomes a
symbol of all that was lost and all that survived. By grounding the
novel in a real event, Ozeki ensures that the stakes feel genuine
and urgent.
The novel also touches on themes of Japanese American identity.
Ruth's mother was Japanese, and her father was American. She
feels disconnected from her heritage,  and her encounter with
Nao's diary reignites her curiosity about her own roots. Ozeki,
who is herself Japanese American, brings a nuanced perspective
to this experience.

RECEPTION AND CRITICAL ACCLAIM

Upon its release, A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki
received  widespread  critical  praise.  It  was  shortlisted  for  the
Booker Prize and won the Kitschie Reddit Award and the Walter
Scott Prize for Historical Fiction, among others. Critics lauded the
novel's  ambition,  its  emotional  depth,  and  its  seamless
integration  of  philosophy  and  narrative.
Readers have responded to the novel's warmth and intelligence.
Many cite it as a book that changed their perspective on life and
death. The character of Jiko, in particular, has become iconic for
her  wisdom  and  wit.  The  novel's  exploration  of  suicide  and
mental  health  has  also  been  praised  for  its  sensitivity  and
honesty.
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WHY THIS NOVEL MATTERS TODAY

In an age of distraction and disconnection, A Tale For The Time
Being By Ruth Ozeki offers a profound invitation to slow down
and pay attention. It reminds us that every story matters, and
that  the  act  of  reading  is  never  passive.  We  are  all  time
beings—existing in a specific moment, yet connected to the past
and the future.
The  novel  also  offers  a  message  of  hope.  Nao's  journey  from
despair  to  a  tentative  sense  of  peace  is  deeply  moving.  It
suggests that even in the darkest times, there is beauty to be
found.  Ruth's  journey,  too,  is  one  of  renewal.  Through Nao's

story, she rediscovers her own voice and purpose.

CONCLUSION: A STORY THAT TRAVELS ACROSS TIME

A Tale For The Time Being By Ruth Ozeki is a novel that
defies  easy  categorization.  It  is  part  mystery,  part  philosophical
inquiry, part environmental elegy, and part Zen koan. Above all,
it is a deeply human story about the connections that bind us
across time, space, and circumstance. Whether you come to it for
its intellectual depth or its emotional resonance, you will leave
changed. Ozeki reminds us that the time being is always now,
and that the stories we share are the truest legacy we can leave
behind.


