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Wakaishu ya O young folk—
shinu ga iya nara if you fear death,
ima shiniyare die now!

hito-tabi shineba Having died once,
md shinany zo ya you won't die again.

(Frontispiece). Calligraphy by Japanese Zen master
Hakuin (1685-1768). The poem is written above the
character 3E (shi, death). (Courtesy of Tanaka Dai-
saburo and Graphic-sha, Tokyo.)
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% PREFACE +

Death in itself is nothing ; but we fear
To be we know not what, we know not where.
—DRYDEN

Death may indeed be nothing in itself, yet the conscious-
ness of death is in most cultures very much a part of life.
This is perhaps nowhere more true than in Japan, where
the approach of death has given rise to a centuries-old
tradition of writing a “death poem.” Hundreds of such
poems, many with a commentary describing the poet
and the circumstances of his or her death, have been
gathered from Japanese sources and translated here into
English, the great majority of them for the first time.
As poems, they share the beauty of a poetry that has
already gained the admiration of the West; as death
poems, they reflect important aspects of a culture that is
still largely unfamiliar to many Western readers.

Part One of this book explores the tradition of writing
a death poem against a detailed background of attitudes
toward death throughout the cultural history of Japan.

9




10 ~ PREFACE

Part Two contains death poems by Zen Buddhist monks,
and Part Three is an anthology of haiku, hitherto
unassembled even in Japan, written by some three
hundred twenty Japanese poets on the verge of death.
The death poems of most of the better-known haiku
poets, and many by lesser-known poets as well, are in-
cluded in this last part.

4 PART ONE

INTRODUCTION




Note: Throughout the book, Japanese names are rendered in traditional
order, that is, surname followed by given name. Japanese words are
romanized in the Hepburn system; macrons, for long vowels, are
retained only in the transcriptions of the poems, to show correct syl-
lable count.

4 INTRODUCTION +

THE POETRY OF JAPAN

The earliest known examples of Japanese lyric poetry are
verses found in the first records of Japanese history, the Ko-
jiki (Record of ancient matters), completed in 712 A.. Simple
in structure and free of formal constraints, these verses cele-
brate the beauty of nature, love and longing, and loyalty to
the sovereign in what seem like bursts of spontaneous expres-
sion. Japan’s first anthology of poetry, the Man’yoshu (Col-
lection of myriad words), appeared at the end of the eighth
century. Containing more than four thousand poems, it
seems to have been compiled by court officials, and yet, along
with verses composed by emperors and noblemen, there is
the work of monks, of warriors, and even of common peo-
ple. It seems that the writing of poetry was not the pastime of
an exclusive few with special talent, nor was it confined to
any particular class. The lyricism of the Man’yoshu is simple
and direct, and its themes—the beauty of nature, love and
parting, wine and merrymaking, grief and sorrow over the
transience of all things—have remained unchanged through-
out Japan’s history. The vigorous style of this early poetry,
however, soon gave way to “‘court poetry,” in which artifice,

13




14 / PART ONE: INTRODUCTION

wit, and subtle plays on words often overshadow strong
emotions.

The poems in the Man’yoshu are of two primary forms:
the tanka, “short poem,” a verse of thirty-one syllables in
five lines, the syllables distributed in the pattern 5-7-5-7-7;
and the choka, “long poem,” also consisting of five- and
seven-syllable lines, but indefinite in length. In the years fol-
lowing the appearance of the Man’yoshu, the long form was
retained only for elegics, and the tanka became the conven-
tional form of poetry.

Throughout the Heian period (794-1185), the writing of
poetry became more and more popular among the nobility.
Poetic competitions were held in the emperor’s court, and
several anthologies of poctry were compiled. The best known
of these is the Kokinshu (or Kokinwakashu, Collection of an-
cient and new Japanese poems), put together under the aus-
pices of Emperor Daigo in 905. Already under the influence
of Chinese culture, the poems here are more sophisticated,
more trenchant, and wittier than those of the Man’yoshu. Most
of them were composed by court noblemen, some by the
emperor himself, and by Buddhist priests and monks. Poetry
at the time of the Kokinshu had become a major occupation
of noblemen and ladies of the court, poetic ability often being
a means of advancement to positions of power and prestige.
Inclusion of one’s verses in the imperial anthology was a
great distinction. In addition to anthologies published by
decree of the emperor, collections of poems by single indi-
viduals appeared as well. Rival schools of poetry arose, each
adhering to different aesthetic ideals, each with its own masters

who guarded the “secrets of the poetic art” and passed them
on to only a chosen few. Writing poetry had gradually come
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to require more knowledge than before, and it thus became
the pastime only of those with the leisure to pursue it, the
nobles.

Chinese influence on Japanese poetry began to be felt in
the eighth century. Chinese culture reached a peak during
the T’ang dynasty (618-907), and the Japanese eagerly adopted
Chinese patterns of thought in government, philosophy,
literature, and art. Members of the court and other educated
people felt compelled to express themselves in the Chinese
language, which enjoyed a status much like that of Latin in
medieval Europe. But Chinese poetry, though much admired
and studied with persistence and devotion, never effected a
significant change in native forms of poetry. The Japanese
merely took on, beside their traditional tanka form, a foreign
genre—the kanshi, ““Chinese poem.” Writing poems in clas-
sical Chinese has persisted among the learned up to the present
century, but it can hardly be said that the Japanese have made
a significant contribution to Chinese poetry. This is under-
standable given the considerable difference between the Chi-
nese and Japanese languages. Although the Japanese adopted
the Chinese system of writing, and although thousands of
Chinese words passed into their written and spoken lan-
guage, very few Japanese poets really mastered Chinese.

Until the sixteenth century, nearly all poetry written in
Japanese took the thirty-one-syllable tanka form. The devel-
opment from tanka to the more well-known haiku can be
understood in connection with the renga, “linked poem,”
which provides a kind of historical tie between the tanka and
haiku structures. Toward the end of the Heian period, there
had been a tendency among tanka pocts to divide their poems
into two units with syllabic counts of 5-7-5 (three lines) and
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7-7 (two lines), each unit containing a poetic image of its
own. During the fourtcenth century, the renga developed
alongside the tanka. Two or more poets would take part in
writing renga, composing, in turns, verses of seventeen (5-7-5)
and fourteen (7-7) syllables. Each such verse is linked to the
preceding and following verses in accordance with strict
conventions by means of images, associations, or plays on
words. The results of these gatherings are “chain poems”
sometimes scores of verses long—collective creations that
changed the writing of poetry from an art with social func-
tions to a genuinely social pastime.

Before long, two styles of poetry arose in the renga tradi-
tion, each differing in the class and temperament of its partic-
ipants. One style tended toward rigid, formal rules, serious
subject matter, and refined language, in the traditional man-
ner of court poetry. The other, which prevailed increasingly
during the sixteenth century, was formally less rigorous and
more popular in tone. Poets writing haikai no renga, the latter
style, made use of images drawn from everyday life, expressed
simply and often humorously. This was the style adopted by
Matsuo Basho (1644-94), one of the greatest of haiku poets.
He and his pupils often chose to compose only the opening
passage of a renga, the hokku, “opening phrase,” as a verse in
itself, forgoing the rest of the chain. In this manner the open-
ing unit of seventeen syllables in three lines came to be con-
sidered a poem in its own right, and more and more poets
began to test their talents with it rather than with the tanka.
This shortened style was at times called haikai and later re-
ceived the name it holds today—haiku.

If we except renga, a special form of “collective poetry,”
and the Chinese poem, which is ultimately a grafted branch
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of Japanese culture, we find two major forms of poetry in
Japan at the beginning of the sixteenth century: the thirty-
one-syllable tanka and the seventeen-syllable haiku.* These
two compact structures have accounted for almost all of
Japanese poetry. Even among the Japanese, however, there
are those who feel that these struttures are too brief to ex-
press the full range of human emotions. In the nineteenth
century, when Japan opened her doors to the influence of
Western culture, some Japanese poets began to experiment
with foreign styles, setting no specific limits as to form and
length. Traditional Japanese poetry was never abandoned,
however, and though imitations of Western modes were
made with varying degrees of success, none of them capture
the beauty of the native forms. Today “modern poetry” in
the manner of the West is written by only a few hundred
Japanese, most of them from among the intelligentsia, but
millions of people from all ranks of society write tanka and
haiku.

It should perhaps be mentioned that there is no direct his-
torical link between the early Zen monks whose Chinese
poems are presented in Part Two of this book and the haiku
poets of the sixteenth century onward, represented in Part
Three. The attitude expressed by haiku poets, however, often
reflects Zen Buddhist elements; indeed, many haiku poets

* Two styles complementary to the tanka and haiku later grew up
beside these forms. The kyoka, “mad poem,” is a satirical tanka not
usually based on an image from nature at all; this form was especially
popular in the latter half of the eighteenth century. The senryu, named
after the genre’s creator, Karai Senryu (1718-90), is a haiku that satirizes
human foibles. The senryu is usually written in haiku form, but may
be even shorter, in two lines of seven syllables each.
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took a deep interest in Zen Buddhism, some to the point of
donning a robe and wandering up and down Japan begging
rice from door to door, after the manner of Zen monks. De-
spite the historical gap and the consequent cultural differences,
a strong spiritual kinship can be discerned between the fare-
well poems written in Chinese by Zen monks and many of
the poems written by haiku poets. By contrast, tanka, at least
with regard to death poems written in this genre, tend to
reflect a rather different perception of the world. These poems
are treated only in this Introduction.

In order to understand further the background of the death
poetry of Zen monks and haiku poets, we shall first examine
the structure of Chinese poetry, then distinguish further
between the tanka and the haiku forms, and finally, discuss
the peculiar characteristics of haiku.

CHINESE POETRY

There are several general principles governing classical
Chinese poetry. The number of “words,” that is, characters,
in a line is fixed ; poems of five characters per line and of seven
characters per line are the most common. Most poems are
rhymed and have definite patterns of tone, Chinese being a
tone language. (When Chinese words entered Japanese, the
tones were ignored, but Japanese writers of Chinese poetry
developed systems of symbols to keep track of the tones for
the purpose of writing the poems correctly.) Syntactically,
the lines do not depend on one another; each line is a
separate phrase. There are short poems of fixed length and
longer ones that are divided more or less into verses.

Let us take as an example a poem entitled ““Self-Consola-
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tion” by the poet Li Po (701-62). The poem is four lines
long, each line composed of five characters. This is the poem
in literal translation:

facing  wine not distinguish  twilight
fall flower(s) pile up I/my robe
drunk rise walk valley moon
bird(s) return man also rare

In a free translation, we may read:

Lost in wine, I did not notice dusk descending
Petals dropped and piled up on my robe
Drunk, I rise and walk the moonlit valley
The birds have gone, and people too are few.

TANKA AND HAIKU

Because most Japanese words end in one of five vowels,
rhymed poetry would be very bland. Japanese poems are not
in fact rhymed, but another device, the alternation of five-
and seven-syllable lines, creates a thythm peculiar to Japanese
poetry.

Most tanka contain two poetic images. The first is taken
from nature; the second, which may precede, follow, or be
woven into the first, is a kind of meditative complement to
the nature image. Tanka produce a certain dreamlike effect,
presenting images of reality without that definite quality of
“realness” often possessed by photographs or drawings, as if
the image proceeded directly from the mind of the dreamer.
The tanka poet may be likened to a person holding two mir-
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rors in his hands, one reflecting a scene from nature, the other
reflecting himself as he holds the first mirror. The tanka thus
provides a look at nature, but it regards the observer of nature
as well. The haiku is not merely a compact tanka: the four-
teen syllables dropped from the tanka, so to speak, in order
to produce a haiku, are in effect the mirror that reflects the
poet. Haiku shattered the self-reflecting mirror, leaving in
the hands of the poet only the mirror that reflects nature.

To demonstrate the difference between the forms, let us
Jook at a tanka written by Ki-no-Tsurayuki (870-945), a
court noble, poet, and one of the scholars who compiled the
Kokinshu:

Winds passing Hana no ka ni
through the shaded grove  koromo wa fukaku
weigh down narinikeri

my robe with ko-no-shita kage no

the scent of blossoms. kaze no ma ni ma ni

At first sight, the poem seems to present no more than a
poctic image drawn from nature, but in fact it dwells upon
that image more than would be the case in haiku. As it stands
the poem refers to the location of the speaker, “the shaded
grove,” and to the manner in which the scent of blossoms
seeps into his gown (lit., whenever the wind blows). The in-
terweaving of these elements creates a rather complex state-
ment which cannot be grasped without some meditative
effort. Were a haiku poet of seven hundred years later asked
to distill this tanka into a haiku, he would probably choose
the surprising image of flower scent adding to the weight of
his robe, and restrict the poem to this seasonal image of spring:
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My robe
grows heavy
with the scent of blossoms.

We can apply the same principle to the following tanka by
Fujiwara-no-Yoshitsune (1169-1206). He prefaced his poem
with the title “An Animal, Emblem of Love.”

These days Konogoro no

my inmost thoughts recall kokoro no soko o
an autumn sunset yoso ni miba
when the deer’s call shika naku nobe no

echoes over fields. aki no yiigure

A haiku poet might have suppressed the contemplative begin-
ning and contented himself with the second part (the last two
lines of the original):

Autumn sunset:
a deer’s call
echoes over fields.

We conclude this demonstration with a poem by an em-
peror’s wife, Eifuku Mon’in (1271-1342), who became a nun
at the age of forty-five and dedicated her time to poetry:

Thus night fell. Kakushite zo
Yesterday as well kino mo kureshi
the sun went down yama-no-ha no
behind the mountain peaks irihi no ato ni

and bells rang. kane no koegoe
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If we drop the philosophical opening (the first two lines of
the original), we obtain the same poetic image in haiku form:

The sun goes down
behind the mountain peaks
and bells ring.

THE HAIKU

The haiku is probably the shortest verse form found in
either the East or the West. Most words in Japanese consist
of more than one syllable, so the number of words in a haiku
is remarkably small—from five to eight or nine altogether.
Haiku are not thymed; the only formal rule (which is some-
times violated) is the fixed number of syllables. Words are
not usually divided between the end of one line and the begin-
ning of the next, so cach of the lines may contain from one
to three words. Though a good haiku may contain more
than one sentence, it always evokes only one poetic image.
This image is essentially descriptive, and great clarity of vision
is required of the poet in order to create it, so to speak, with
only a few strokes of the brush. Since about the sixteenth
century, three conventions have become universally accepted:
(1) the haiku describes a single state or event; (2) the time of

the haiku is the present; and (3) the haiku refers to images .

connected to one of the four seasons.
Let us take as an example a haiku written by Mizuta Ma-
sahide (1657-1723) after his storchouse had burned down:

Ku ra ya ke te
1 2 345

storehouse burn
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sawaru mono na ki
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

obstruct thing no

tsu ki mi ka na

12 3 4 5
moon-view (exclamation)

In the translation here, I have preserved the 5-7-5 syllable
form (compare an alternate translation on p. 240):

My storehouse burned down—
now nothing stands between me
and the moon above.

Haiku are sometimes meticulously translated into English
with exactly seventeen syllables, often at the expense of ac-
curacy. But even when such a translation remains as true to
the original as a free rendering, the poetic achievement is
slight, for the reader who has not been raised in a haiku-sat-
urated culture is unlikely to appreciate the poem’s peculiar
5-7-5 beat thythm as keenly as one who has. Other translators
forgo the convention of counting syllables and replace it with
another convention, rhyme. A successfully rhymed haiku may
indeed contribute to the beauty of the translation, but because
of the extreme brevity of haiku style, rhyming more often
than not makes a jingle of the poem. The translations in this
book are nearly all in free verse. The one structural precept
adhered to throughout is that each haiku is translated in three
lines—usually a short, a long, and a short one again. While
free style lessens the number of formal constraints on the
translator, it demands greater attention to the choice and
arrangement of words.
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Formal considerations aside, how can we account for the
peculiar quality of the haiku poem? Basho, foremost among
haiku poets, said, “About the pine, learn from the pine; about
the reed, learn from the reed.” He suggests perhaps that the
poet must become unconscious of himself so as to see the
object of his poem with absolute clarity, as it is in and of
itself. A similar approach is suggested by a modern scholar,
Kenneth Yasuda:

When one happens to see a beautiful sunset or lovely
flower, for instance, one is often so delighted that one
merely stands still. This state of mind might be called
“ah-ness,” for the beholder can only give one breath-long
exclamation of delight: “Ah!” The object has seized
him and he is aware only of the shapes, the colors, the
shadows. . . . There is here no time or place explicitly
for reflection for judgments, or for the observer’s feel-
ings. . .. To render such a moment is the intent of all
haiku, and the discipline of the form.1

In haiku, then, there is an attempt to “say something
without saying it.” That which remains unsaid tells more
than the words and yet is unclear without them. Words are
used like the few lines of ink in Japanese and Chinese land-
scapes that emphasize the vastness of the scene. Whatever the
seasonal image of a haiku, there is something in it of a wintry
landscape: we cannot discern its features if an occasional
point does not stand out against the snow, a point of color
that puts the white view in relief. It is at this point that the
haiku stands, though its significance, like that of the point in
the drawing, lies in the grandeur of the surrounding scene.
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Much has been said and written about the “haiku moment”
—that it blurs the distinction between “subject” and “object,”
“self” and “other”; that in it the perception of the essential
and the accidental, of the beautiful and the ugly, disappears;
that it reflects things as they are in themselves. It has further
been asserted that in haiku, place and time are always here
and now, and yet all places and all times, no place and no time.
There is without doubt something of the truth in such ob-
servations, but the point of stating them is questionable, and
the harm certain. Haiku poetry resounds with endless mean-
ings just because it so often attains that perfect simplicity
sought for in philosophy, religion, literature, and art.

Darkening sea: Umi kurete
a mallard’s call kamo no koe
sounds dimly white. honoka ni shiroshi

It is mid-winter, at twilight, and Basho stands on the seashore.
Patches of light on the waves still reflect the setting sun, and
wild ducks call: for Basho, sound and light merge.

The following poem, also by Basho, brings out the mys-
tery in another seasonal image, this one related to spring.
The contour is blurred, and even the little that appears is
wrapped in haze:

Spring has come— Haru nare ya
a nameless mountain na mo naki yama no

wrapped in mist. usugasumi

The following poem by Yosa Buson (1716-83), a painter
as well as a poet, is more colorful. His is a spring image, too:
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The springtime sun Yamadori no
sets, treading 0 o fumu haru no
on a mountain pheasant’s tail. irihi kana

Kobayashi Issa (1763-1827), of whose poetry the Japanese
are very fond, paints an autumn scene in which the fixed
and the changing alternate:

Autumn wind: Akikaze ya
the mountain’s shadow hyorohyoro yama no
quivering. kageboshi

The next haiku, by Oshima Ryota (1718-87), contains an
autumnal image (“moon,” unless otherwise qualified, signi-
fies the moon of autumn). For a fraction of a second, the gap
between reality and illusion, the eternal and the momentary,

closes:
Moon in the water Mizu no tsuki
somersaults mondori utte
and streams away. nagarekeri

The haiku poet observes what others scarcely see. How
many of us would have noticed what Shiba Fukio (1903-30)
describes in the next poem—the split-second gap between
the horse’s first step and the movement of the carriage?

A barley wagon Mugi-guruma
lags—then leaps uma ni okurete

behind the horse. ugoki izu
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Finally, there are those who maintain that a poem as short
as the haiku cannot convey the depth and complexity of our
feelings. But hasn’t Ochi Etsujin (b. 1656) captured, in the
following poem, an entire “scene from a marriage”?

Autumn evening: ARi no kure
“Isn’t it time,” she comes and asks, hi ya tomosan to
“to light the lantern?” toi ni kuru

DEATH AND ITS POETRY
IN THE CULTURAL HISTORY OF JAPAN

In Japan, as elsewhere in the world, it has become custom-
ary to write a will in preparation for one’s death. But Japanese
culture is probably the only one in the world in which, in
addition to leaving a will, a tradition of writing a “farewell
poem to life” (jisei) took root and became widespread. If we
examine the wills left by the Japanese throughout their
history, we occasionally find instructions and appeals to
survivors concerning their moral or social conduct; usually,
however, wills deal only with the division of property. It
has been suggested, then, that the death poem is perhaps a
kind of salutation. The Japanese learn hundreds of polite
forms of address so as to be prepared for every possible social
situation, and status and prestige are measured, to a great
extent, by one’s ability to find the greeting most appropriate
to the circumstances. Should we then regard death poems as
a final salute to those who remain alive, the last act of polite-
ness? In fact, death poems reveal that before death, the Japa-
nese tend rather to break the restraints of politeness that hold
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them back during their lifetime; we must comb through
hundreds of death poems in order to find one or two written
in the style customary for polite greetings. Neither material
nor social concerns come to the fore. Death poems seem to
reflect, more than anything else, the spiritual legacy of the
Japanese.

DEATH: BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

We might well ask ourselves, first, how the Japanese think
about death and dying. When one studies the history of Japan,
one cannot help but notice the great extent to which the
events and changes of each historical period contribute some-
thing of lasting value to the variegated whole which we call
culture. Moreover, different traditions which take root first
in only one class or rank of society eventually influence all
other social levels as well.

As an illustration of this point I cannot resist mentioning the
elderly landlady of the house in Kyoto where I stayed.for
several years. She had laid the foundations of her house in a
ceremony conducted by a Shinto priest. The ritual fixed the
orientation of the house in accordance with the dictates of
Shinto gods, and a heap of stones erected in her yard is a
symbol of their presence. Though the woman herself had
been married in a Shinto ceremony, her daughter was married
in a Christian church, and her close relatives were buried in
the cemetery of a Buddhist temple. On the wall of her room
2 Buddhist family altar (butsudan) is fixed, bearing the names
of her dead ancestors. She brings rice and other offerings to
them in small dishes, a custom with roots in Shinto. Once a

month a Buddhist priest comes to her house to offer prayers
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to her ancestors in the belief that if their spirits remain at peace,
they will influence her life to the good (also from Shinto). As
one who respects her forebears both living and dead, and who
thus fulfills the first precept of a moral life (a Confucian
concept), she hopes to be reborn after death in the Pure Land
in the West, the Buddhist paradise. Every Sunday she goes
to a nearby Christian church and offers a prayer to Jesus. And
thus one elderly woman pays deep respect to each and every
one of the many guests and residents that have made their
way throughout history into the “open house” of Japanese
culture—Shinto deities, various avatars of Buddha, Confucian
ancestors, and the God of Christianity. It is precisely this
generous spirit of the Japanese, who without qualms embrace
one idea and its opposite at once, that reveals a deeper under-
standing, an understanding that life and death cannot be
formulated in a single idea, because reality is more complex
than any logic, and at the same time so much more simple.
In the Japanese language, use of the stark term “death”
(shi) in reference to individuals is rare. The Japanese refer,
rather, to the particular kind of death: shinju, lover’s suicide;
junshi, a warrior’s martyrdom for his lord; senshi, death in
war; roshi, death from old age; etc. These expressions link the
death to the kind of life led by the person and to the circum-
stances of his death. It is common to refer to the deceased as
a Buddha (hotoke), a reminder of the belief that death purifies
a person from the ignorance and lust that sully mankind.
Many Japanese prepare for death as soon as they feel their
time is near. A will is written to settle the distribution of
property and keepsakes among relatives and friends. For the
most part, these arrangements take place in an atmosphere of
serenity, with almost pleasurable expectation of the voyage
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to the next world. These preparations do not merely reflect
a realistic attitude toward circumstances; they also inspire
calmness in the dying, allowing them to settle spiritual ac-
counts and to ask pardon for past misdeeds. Orthodox Bud-
dhists about to die sometimes copy sacred scriptures, usually
the Hannya-Shin-gyo, a collection of late Buddhist writings
expounding the doctrine that the essence of all things is emp-
tiness, or void. Many people, and principally those who have
cared for poetry, then write their death poems, sometimes in
their very last moments.

Much importance is attached to funeral ceremonies. The
dead person whose funeral has not been properly performed
is liable, the Japanese believe, to have difficulty crossing over
to the world beyond and may therefore plague the living.
If a person has been killed, the murderer must be seized and
punished, lest the victim’s vengeance-seeking spirit haunt the
scene of its death or the house of its relatives. Today, burial
in the ground is practiced mainly in rural areas where land
is relatively abundant; in most regions of the country, how-
ever, cremation is the rule. Whether the corpse is burned or
buried, the location of the grave is of great importance: land
on which one’s family has lived for generations is preferred.

According to Japanese tradition, the deceased does not pass
over immediately to a world from which no return is possible.
One belief is that the spirit of the dead person remains near
the world of the living for forty-nine days; another is that the
spirit hovers on the borders of the world of the living for some
decades and only then, if all goes well, does it merge into the
greater order of the cosmos. This accounts for the popular
belief that contact can be made between the living and the
dead. Up to recent times, the Japanese have believed in the

{
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power of female mediums (miko) who call the dead on behalf
of the living. Most Japanese address their dead, either at the
gravesite or at the family altar in the home, and simply talk
to them. They tell them of marriages, births, and deaths in
the family, include them in joyful occasions, complain to them
about other members of the family and even—who knows?—
heed their advice.

The Bon Festival, which is celebrated in midsummer, is
essentially a Buddhist holiday. However, it includes some
elements of Shinto, and is imbued with the Confucian spirit
of reverence for one’s ancestors. During the holiday, people
return to their place of birth, visit family graves, and pray
for the peace of the souls of their ancestors. At the time of
the Bon Festival, as during the celebration of New Year’s
Day and the equinoxes, it is said that the spirits of the dead
return to their ancestral homes to see how their relatives are
faring. In preparation for this, an effigy of a horse is made
from eggplants, cacumbers, and reeds and is put on the family
altar. The dead arrive on the back of the horse, and when the
holiday is over, they return to their world in small wood and
paper boats bearing a lighted candle, which are set to sail on
bodies of water.

Students of Japanese culture cannot fail to discover that
for the Japanese the group often takes precedence over the
individual. The group is usually the family, those tied by
blood relationships, but the concept of the group widened in
the course of time to include the clan, and later, the entire
nation as represented by the emperor or the shogun. As the
group is most important in life, it is the group that grants the
Japanese his existence in the afterlife as well. The notion of
an individual salvation has relatively little place in the Japanese
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view of death. (Religions in Japan do not present the picture,
so familiar in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, of the deity as
a force superior to nature, observing the individual and judg-
ing him after death for his most private thoughts.) In West-
ern societies, the idea that dying is a purely personal matter
may be the cause of the near taboo on the very subject of
death, much like the taboo on the subject of sex. The Japanese
belief that even death is a group—related event reduces, per-
haps, the fear. of dying, for the dead remain, as it were, within.
the boundaries of this world and continue to share in the
daily lives of their relatives. .

So far only a few of the many Japanese customs and beliefs
concerning death have been mentioned. What are some of the
historical and cultural sources of these views? We can still
find in Japan today the remains of huge mausoleums .built
for rulers and nobles in the first centuries A.D. No written
records exist from this early period, but archeological find-
ings indicate that the ancient inhabitants of the Japanese
islands viewed death as various forms of voyage, whether
underground, into the mountains, beyond the horizon of the
sea, or into the sky. The magnificent tombs were built, ap-
parently, to house the deceased upon their return from the
“voyage of death.”

The earliest written source of knowledge about the Japanese
perception of death is the Kojiki. Life is portrayed in t.his work
as teeming activity, a scene of violent clashes among 1nten5f:1y
strong forces of fertility and creation. It is the story of godlike
men and women who reccive their vitality from nature
spirits. Death is the gray side of the picture—a dark, pollutt.tc?,
and fearful plane. We find in the Kojiki an account of a visit
to the realm of the dead—a story which mirrors in many ways
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that of Orpheus. Izanagi and Izanami are brother and sister
who marry one another by command of the gods. Themselves
deities, they create, so says the ancient myth, the islands of
Japan. Izanami gives birth from various parts of her body to
many gods, including those of rivers and seas and those of
trees and hills. After delivering the god of fire, she dies. The
grief-stricken Izanagi journeys to Yomi, the land of the dead,
where he finds her and entreats her to come back with him.
She replies that she cannot, for she has “eaten of the furnace”
of Yomi. Nevertheless, she promises to speak with the gods
of Yomi about her wish to return with Izanagi, imploring
him not to look upon her in the meanwhile. He breaks this
taboo and sees her body, in which “maggots were squirm-
ing.”’? Izanagi returns alone to the land of the living and
performs a rite of purification.

This myth acquaints us with beliefs about death in the
centuries preceding the compilation of the Kojiki. Scholars
disagree as to whether Yomi represents merely the burial
place of the dead in underground rock-chambers, or a sepa-
rate subterranean land. The dead seem to wander freely from
place to place as do the living, but one is forbidden to look
at them. Corpses arouse feelings of pollution, of uncleanliness.
This attitude of death as “unclean” reflected in the Kojiki
remains alive even today in, for example, the practice of
sprinkling salt over oneself after one returns home from a
funeral. Shinto priests rarely conduct funeral services, and
when, occasionally, a Shinto burial does take place, the offi-
ciating priest is considered unclean for three days thereafter.

Reflecting an altogether different approach to death, an-
other hero of the Kojiki, a semi-legendary figure named Ya-
mato Takeru-no-Mikoto (second cent. A.p.?) turns into a
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reat white bird when he dies. His wife and children chase
after the bird over sea and shore, cutting their feet on bamboo
stumps and singing songs of mourning all the while. Other
heroes dive into lakes like water birds and disappear.

It would seem that at this stage of their culture, the Japanese
had not yet formulated clear-cut ideas about death a.nd the
life beyond it. In both the Kojiki and the~ Man’yoshu dxffefrent

depictions of the afterlife occur side by side: as a des?ent into
| Yomi, as an ascent into the skies, as a voyage by sail on the
| ocean, or as a journey into the mountains. In the latter W(?rk,
" the dead are also represented by clouds and mist, reflecting,
perhaps, the newly introduced custom of cremation. The
conception of the land of the dead as a subterra.nean realm
most certainly arises from the practice of burying corpses
in the ground. The inhabitants of one area of Japan, Present—
day Shimane Prefecture, even believed that' a certam'large
boulder found there covered the entrance into Yomi. Re-
mains of human skeletons and other bones used in rites- of
augury have been found together near this rock, ‘sglggestmg
that it was the site of ceremonies to conciliate spirits of the
dead. Elsewhere, in prehistoric graves of southern Asia, boats
were drawn either in the shape of birds or with bird1i1.<e
prows; sometimes the oarsmen themselves were pictured in
bird costumes. Bird bones have been found resting on the
chests of ancient human skeletons, and the Kojiki alludes to
a custom whereby mourners dress up as birds. The evidence
suggests, then, that the ancient Japanese believed that the dead
turned into birds, or perhaps that birds carried them to another
world. To this day it is thought that ravens embody the souls
of the dead, and that the cuckoo is a harbinger of death. Many
death poems reflect these beliefs.
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Where did the ancient Japanese, a largely maritime people,
send their dead? The “birds of death” sailed sometimes from
the eastern shore, sometimes from the western one, out
toward the horizon where sea and sky meet. Did the prehis-
toric Japanese, who were sun-worshipers, believe that the
huge fiery ball which rose from the sea every morning or
sank beneath it at night (depending on the position of the
region, either on the Pacific Ocean or on the Sea of Japan) was
the destination of their dead? Traces of a belief that the land
of the dead lies over the sea can still be found in the ceremonies
of the Bon Festival, during which, as previously mentioned,
the dead who have come to visit their relatives return in small
paper boats that the living set sail upon bodies of water.

Of all the beliefs concerning death in ancient Japan, how-
ever, the most persistent is that which connects it to moun-
tains. From the very beginning mountains were considered
the dwelling-places of gods, and were held sacred as such.
The summits of mountains were sites for Shinto shrines and,
later, for Buddhist temples. Might the ancient Japanese have
seen in mountain peaks the points of contact between the
gods, who originate in the sun, and men, who dwell on the
ground? The Japanese word for Shinto gods is kami, which
signifies “the top” as well—a hint, perhaps, that the gods
look out from mountain peaks below to the narrow plains
inhabited by people.

Not death, however, but life is the province of Shinto gods.
In parts of northern Japan, mountain deities are worshiped
also as gods of birth, and in Aomori Prefecture, also in the
north, maturation ceremonies for youths are held in the
mountains. There is evidence in classical literaturé that moun-
tain sites were chosen for betrothal ceremonies as well. Tt is
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believed in many areas in Japan that in spring, mountain gods
become gods of the field and descend to the plains to protect
crops, returning to their mountain homes only in autumn
after the harvest. Mountains are thus both the source of life
and the place to which life returns. No wonder then that the
Japanese, wishing to draw near to this source even in death,
preferred to bury their dead some distance from their villages,
high up in the mountains. There, where the gods dwell, the
dead dwell also, overseeing the habitations of the living. This
accounts for the belief, still strong among the Japanese today,
that at least the first part of the death journey leads through
mountains. Until recently, the dead were even dressed in
straw sandals in anticipation of the walk over ‘“Death Moun-
tain” (shide no yama). And like other such beliefs, the one
representing death as a mountain journey is reflected in many
death poems.

The outlook of the ancient Japanese, then, was basically
optimistic. The Buddhist message that the world is a fleeting
illusion had not yet reached their ears: this life is a substantial
reality, drawing its vitality from gods who reside in nature.
The unbridgeable abyss between life and death had not yet
opened up, and the dying apparently believed that they would
return, by one means or another, to the land of the living.

At the end of the seventh century, Buddhism spread to
Japanese soil. The Japanese began to cremate their dead, the
smoke rising from their bodies symbolizing the birth of a
new perspective on death. This world was no longer the best
of all possible worlds, but a polluted one from which the
dead soar to another place, the Pure Land (jodo) in the West,
ruled by Amida, the Buddha of Everlasting Light. Early Bud-
dhist writings contain blood-chilling descriptions of the many
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and cruel torments awaiting the wicked after death—but the
Japanese, in the innocent and optimistic manner so character-
istic of them, soon found the means of salvation: it would be
sufficient to call Buddha’s name before dying in order to be
saved from hell. Moreover, dying itself was seen as a process
of purification and atonement; at death, everyone became a
Buddha.

In the early part of the ninth century, Buddhist philosophy
strengthened its hold on Japanese culture. Some Japanese,
braving great hardships, sailed to China and studied for years
at the feet of Chinese sages for the sole purpose of understand-
ing sacred teachings. Chinese religious teachers and scholars
were received like royalty in Japan, and monks founded sects
in monasteries built atop high mountain peaks. Buddhism
soon found its way into the nobility. Emperors abdicated
their thrones to retire within monastery walls; noblewomen
shaved their heads and became Buddhist nuns. Writers of the
Nara (710-94) and Heian (794-1185) periods never wearied
of likening man’s life to that of a flower which scarcely blos-
soms before withering, to dewdrops that evaporate at sunrise,
or to a fading illusion or dream. Fleetingness characteﬁzed
not only the outward forms of nature, but also inward nature;
nothing is fixed, nothing is stable. The great literary Work;
of the Heian period, most notably the Genji Monogatari (The
tale of Genji) by Murasaki Shikibu (c. 978-c. 1014) and the
diaries of court ladies, all describe the world of men and na-
ture alike as a dream or a phantasm.

The Japanese love for nature, however, precluded any '
escape into abstraction; that which is formless and colorless
has no solace for the heart. The idea of transience, expressed
in the Buddhist literature of India by the sight of putrefying
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corpses and rotten food, is conveyed by the Japanese through
images of the changing seasons. Though there be no meta-
physical salvation in the spectacles of nature, these afford at
least a kind of aesthetic salvation. Sights of winter and autumn
£ill one with melancholy; sights of spring with sorrow for
the dying blossoms. And though we may find mention here
and there of the cternal peace that lies beyond the world of
the senscs, the Japanese does not belicve, in the depths of his
heart, in a world with no spring and no autumn. Grief for
the ephemeral gives way to resignation and even to full
acceptance of the transient nature of things. It is therefore
understandable that the Japanese should pursue, during the
Heian period, the Tendai branch of Buddhism, which holds
the entire world to be Buddha, with Buddha’s nature dwelling
everywhere—in mountains, rivers, grass, and trees. Scholars
avidly studied Chinese Taoist philosophy, which sees the
source of man’s being in nature with its changing seasons.
Furthermore, the Japanese managed to temper Buddhism’s
fundamental pessimism with clements from Shinto. In the
Buddhist literature of Japan even the Pure Land in the West is
often described as a land of beautiful natural scenery.

Some Western scholars, perhaps with a trace of Christian
condescension, have called Japanese mysticism “natural,”
distinguishing it from “spiritual”’ mysticism. And yet how
wise and humane is the culture that does not contrive an
otherworldly supreme being to rule this world, the only one
we know. One might ask what there is to be gained from a
“spiritual” sovereign who disturbs the peace of man with
commands to act one way or another, promising in exchange
an eternal world where scent, shape, and color never enter.
Indeed, even today the Japanese sharc a deep identification
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with nature. This is not nature as understood by Western
religions, the work of a creator who stands apart from his
work, but nature bursting with vitality, appearing and disap-
pearing in cycles of life and death, of summer and winter,
spring and fall. The Japanese aspire to clarity of awareness,
as of a mirror reflecting natural phenomena in its many forms.
And anyone who has seen a Japanese stand silently for a good
hour to view the blossoming cherries in spring and the red-
dening maples in fall, or to gaze at the full moon in the autumn
sky, knows that this is no mere gesture of aesthetic apprecia-
tion, but an act of worship.

During the Kamakura period (1185-1392), the government
of Japan passed from the nobles to the class of the warriors,
or samurai, and the world view of the latter gradually came
to dominate Japanese culture. Alongside the lyrical images
of flower, dew, and dream so favored by the nobility, there
appeared a somewhat contradictory idea-of life as the scene
of heroic deeds and unswerving loyalty to one’s lord. The
mosaic of samurai-class attitudes prevalent from the twelfth
to the nineteenth centuries abounds with seemingly incon-
gruous notions: that the world is like a dream; that the Pure
Land in the West awaits believers; that the highest virtue is
faithfulness to the clan and its ruler.

. The sources of some of these beliefs can be found, in part
in the several schools of Buddhist thought which ﬂourished,
during the Kamakura period. Among the samurai class, the
Jodo, or Pure Land, sects of Buddhism were the most fol-
lowed, but the elite of the samurai developed a taste for Zen
Buddhism as well. This was due not only to the exotic at-
tractions of Zen, but also to its more “masculine” approach
to life. Zen recognizes, in contrast to other Buddhist sects,
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no higher external power. The solution to li.fe’s er}igmfa is
to be found not outside oneself, but within, in one's mind.
One must purify one’s consciousness and see reality as it
‘is, in its “suchness.” And pure reality, as seen throu‘{;l} a,r,x en-
lightened mind, does not admit of such polarites as life”” and
“death.”

The well-known method of suicide of the samurai, seppuku,
or harakiri (lit., splitting the stomach), often followed fro'm a
commitment to certain elements of Zen philosophy. Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam all forbid their followers to .kill t}.xefn-
selves, suicide being looked upon as rebellion against divine
will. Instead of divine will, Buddhism conceived of karn.la——
fate as determined by a man’s own character and past actions.
If one’s karma has brought onc to the verge of death, whz?t
is more natural than to seal one’s present existence—which is
no more than a single scene in a many-act play of metamor-
phoses—with a courageous deed that will insure bet.ter ke%rpna
in the next incarnation? In the eyes of a Zen Buddhist, suicide
of this sort may even indicate enlightenment, since ope who
sets no store by either life or death is likely to be liberated
from the karmic cycle of births and deaths. o

That many samurai leaders in the Kamakura period leaned
toward Zen is reflected clearly in their death poems, some of
which are translated below. However, sacrificing one’s life
for one’s lord or for the clan is also a Confucian ideal. The
individual who dies “appropriately,” according to all the
rites and ceremonies, sanctifies the name of the entire group.
Thus, even a person who has been a “black sheep” du.rin§

life is taken back, at death, into the bosom of the “family.
The tendency to surround self-imposed death with~ a halo of
beauty is seen not only with the suicide of samurai, but that
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of lovers as well. Death by suicide was condoned for those
caught in dilemmas from which they could not otherwise
extricate themselves. Through death, one could cleanse one-
self of misdeeds committed and vindicate the social order that
had been violated.

There is in suicide, it is true, an element of outright rebel-
lion against the society that has caused the individual’s failure.
Lovers suicide protests class inequality or the conservatism
of the marriage institution which prevents the consummation
of the couple’s love. A student who fails protests, with suicide,
against teachers, family, or friends; a corrupt employee,
against employers; and parents who kill themselves along
with their children, against the society that has not enabled
them to live honorably. But though the act of suicide is by
nature a protest, the Japanese tend to look upon it with a
forgiving eye. Perhaps because suicide victims turn their
anger not upon society, but upon themselves, they end up
sanctioning, when all is said and done, the status quo.

To return to the discussion of the samurai’s attitude toward
death, especially as this attitude had developed by and during
the Edo period (1600-1867), a work known as Hagakure
(Hidden by leaves, c. 1716) is mentioned. This is a collection
of heroic adventures and sayings gathered over many years
by the scholar and poet Yamamoto Tsunetomo (1659-1719).
In the author’s view—perhaps the most extreme expression
of this attitude—the key feature in the way of the samurai is
his ability to die. The samurai, says Yamamoto, ought to
“die like a madman”: if once he lets even the shadow of com-
mon sense enter his consciousness, he will choose to live and
will be unable to sacrifice his life for his lord “with a pure

spirit.” The doctrine of dying like a madman deviates even
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from the most extreme teaching of Confucianism, whose
motivation for devotion to the family or the clan is the wish
to base the social order, however conservative it may be, on
foundations of reason. Hagakure seemed too radical even for
Japan’s feudal rulers, who banned it several times.

The same spirit of uncompromising fanaticism that appears
in the life histories and death poems of samurai near the end
of the Edo period can be felt among the monarchists and
nationalists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. Indeed, during the decades prior to World War 1II,
such extremists held the words of Hagakure to be the purest
expression of loyalty to the emperor. The fanatic acts of sui-
cide committed by the best of Japan’s young men—crashing
planes loaded with bombs into Allied warships—in a sense
merely continued the samurai tradition of dying for one’s
ruler. Many of the youths undoubtedly believed they would
win eternal life in Buddhist or Shinto fashion, but it was not
this that motivated them so much as doing their duty to their
fatherland and their emperor. They saw no point in living on
in a world where their godlike ruler had been defeated.

Much of the responsibility for their deaths (the authorities
knew even before the missions set out that Japan’s fate in the
war was sealed) must go to the Japanese government’s prop-
aganda machine, which produced books, including chil-
dren’s books and textbooks, containing stories about warriors
dying a martyr’s death and quoting death poems of bravery
and resignation to fate. (The youths who died in suicide
units often left death poems, as did most of the officers of the
Japanese army.) I shall quote only one example from the many
pieces of propaganda of the day. Toward the end of the war,
a government publishing house issued a book entitled Nihon-
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jin no Shiseikan (The view of the Japanese of life and death).3
The author, a professor in a government university and pre-
viously a member of the Foreign Office, presents accounts
of warriors’ deaths from the history and litcrature of Japan,
some of which exceed the bounds of good taste. For example,
in the chapter on “Life and Death as Perceived by Japanese
Parents,” the author quotes a ballad from the eighteenth
century that tells of a young warrior who falls in battle for
his lord. The youth’s father turns to the weeping mother
and says, “Be happy, woman! Your son has died for a good
cause.” “Thus,” continues the author, “should a Japanese
father behave when his beloved son dies for the emperor.”

It is perhaps no great wonder that the attitude of the samu-
rai (and the suicide pilot) has received more attention than
other views of death found in Japan. It should be remembered,
however, that this attitude has been only one influence in the
“typical”” Japanese view of dying.

EARLY DEATH POEMS

Historically, most death poems have been in tanka form,
those composed by the court nobility refined and delicate,
and those by warriors more “masculine,” often reflecting
feelings of intense loyalty to the feudal lord or the nation.
Later, Chinese death poems were written by Buddhist monks
and priests, by scholars of Chinese literature, and to a fair
extent by samurai. Death poems in haiku form, appearing
first in the sixteenth century, have been written by Japanese
from all levels of society. The writing of death poems as a
widespread practice, however, began during the Meiji period
(1868-1912).
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Poems written just before death appear in the most ancient
Japanese sources, including the Kojiki, the Man’yoshu, and
the Kokinshu. The earliest example of a death poem seems to
be that of Yamato Takeru-no-Mikoto, the hero of the Kojiki
who turned into a white bird upon his death. Fatigued by
adventures of conquest against various gods, he falls to his
deathbed; realizing the malady is fatal, he sings:

The sabre-sword Otome no
which I placed toko-no-be ni

at the maiden’s bed-side, waga okishi
alas! tsurugi no tachi
that sword! sono tachi wa ya

“As soon as he had finished singing,” says the text, “he died.”’s
Previous chapters tell how the sword had been found inside
the tail of a dragon, and how Yamato Takeru-no-Mikoto
had left it in the house of Miyazuhime-no-Mikoto, who
later became his wife. The exact meaning of the song is un-
clear. Is the hero lamenting the loss of the sword, a sacred
symbol of Japan’s imperial house? Or does his grief stem
from having to part with his loved one?

Some of the tanka in the Man’yoshu, several of which are
translated below, are more distinctly death poems. One is
that of Kakinomoto-no-Hitomaro, who lived near the end
of the seventh century or the beginning of the eighth. Though
Hitomaro is considered the best of the poets whose works
appear in the Man’yoshu, and though the Japanese style him
“the father of Japanese poetry,” little is known about his
life. A nobleman, he served two emperors in various posts,
but his principal role seems to have been that of court poet.
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He accompanied the emperor on journeys of state and com-
posed laudatory poems in his honor. In addition to those
dedicated to the emperor and his retinue, he wrote poems
about parting, grief, journeys, love, and the like. The tanka
known as his death poem bears the title “In Iwami Province,
About to Die.” The woman of the poem is perhaps one of
his wives, Yosami-no-Otome, herself a poet.

Not knowing
that my body lies iwane shi makeru
upon Mount Kamo’s rocks,  ware o kamo

Kamo-yama no

my love shirani to imo ga
awaits me. machitsutsu aruramu

The power struggles of the time often brought men of the
imperial family to a tragic end. Prince Arima (640-58), for
instance, was sentenced to death for alleged treason. On the
way to Iwashiro (Wakayama Prefecture), where he was
executed, Arima ties two pine boughs together and sings,
as recorded in the Man’yoshu:

If fate agrees Twashiro no
I shall return hamamatsu ga e o
to Iwashiro’s coast hikimusubi

and see the pine boughs masakiku araba

I united. mata kaerimimu

A similar fate overtook Prince Otsu (663-86), the third son
of Emperor Temmu (d. 686) and second in line to the throne.
When his father died, Otsu was accused, apparently unjustly,
of conspiring to the throne, and was sentenced to death.
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Otsu had a reputation for nobility of character, and his execu-
tion caused great sorrow among his contemporaries. More
than anything he did while alive, however, it was the poem
he said before his death that won him his place in history:

This is the last day Momozutau
I shall see the mallards
crying over Lake Iware. naku kamo o

Then shall T disappear kyo nomi mite ya
into the clouds. kumogakurinamu

Tware-no-ike ni

In the early part of the Heian period, as new Buddhist sects
arose in Japan with the return from China of students of
Buddhism, life began to be depicted in poetry as an ephemeral
illusion. Here is a poem of Minamoto-no-Shitago (911-83),
a nobleman, a scholar, and one of his age’s foremost poets:

This world—

to what may I liken it?

To autumn fields
lit dimly in the dusk
by lightning flashes.

Yononaka o
nani ni tatoemu
aki no ta o
honoka ni terasu
yoi no inazuma
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after fall and winter, and sorrow that the blossoming cherries
should last so short a time. It is natural, then, that the death
oems of the Heian period are strewn with images of flowers.
The following story appears in the Heike Monogatari (The
tale of the Heike), a collection of stories about heroic warriors
written in the latter half of the twelfth century. Taira-no-
Tadanori (1144-84) was in command of the western flank of
the army of the Heike (Taira) clan when Okabe Tadazumi,
a warrior of the Genji (Minamoto) clan, overtook him on the
battlefield. Tadazumi galloped alongside Tadanori and
grappled with him. Tadanori, however, overpowered Tada-
zumi and was about to cut off his head when one of Tada-
zumi’s retainers drew his sword and cut off Tadanori’s right
arm. Tadanori pushed Tadazumi aside and said, “Stay away
from me! I wish to say the death prayer!” He turned toward
the west and chanted a Buddhist prayer. Then Tadazumi
approached him from behind and beheaded him. Tadanori’s
death poem, which he carried with him into battle as was the
way among warriors, was found fasted to his quiver. The
poem is entitled “A Flower at a Traveler’s Inn”:

Overtaken by darkness Yukikurete

It was the flower, however, that came to be the principal
symbol of the fleetingness of man’s existence. Death was not
referred to by means of a corpse, but was likened to wilting
flower petals. The short-lived blossom represents the power-
lessness of life before death and the delusion in our aspiration
to live forever. Yet the flower also symbolizes beauty. Japa-
nese poetry regards the world through the change of seasons
with longing and sorrow—longing for the renewal of spring

I will lodge under
the boughs of a tree.
Flowers alone

host me tonight.

ko-nio-shita kage o
yado toseba

hana ya koyoi no
arufi naramashi

The same epic tells the story of Minamoto-no-Yorimasa
(1104-80), a nobleman and general who served eight em-
perors. He is famous as the soldier-hero who defeated a mon-
strous bird that threatened the imperial palace; he is also
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considered one of the best poets of his time. The army of the
Geniji clan, which Yorimasa led, was defeated in a great bat-
tle, and Yorimasa, wounded by an arrow in his knee, decided
to kill himself. He summoned his retainer Tonau and ordered
him to strike off his head, but Tonau wept bitterly and re-
fused to do so. Yorimasa turned to the west, chanted, “I put
my trust in Amida Buddha,” and spoke these words:

Like a rotten log Umoregi 1o
half-buried in the ground—  hana saku koto mo
nakarishi ni

mi no naru hate zo
kanashikarikeru

my life, which
has not flowered, comes
to this sad end.

Then he pierced his sword deep into his abdomen and died.
Weeping, Tonau cut off his master’s head and, lest it fall into
the hands of the victorious enemy, sank it in the river.

A flower image appears as well in the death poem of Saigyo
(1118-90), one of Japan’s most famous tanka poets. A warrior
and a nobleman, Saigyo became a Buddhist monk at the age
of twenty-nine. He was a leading figure in the poetic circles
of his time, and his style greatly influenced Basho, who
lived five centuries later. Saigyo’s death poem presents a scenc
during the second lunar month, when cherry trees blossom
and memorial services for the Buddha’s death are held:

Negawaku wa
hana no shita nite

I wish to die

in spring, beneath
the cherry blossoms, haru shinamu
while the springtime moon sono kisaragi no

is full. mochizuki no koro
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DEATH POEMS OF SAMURAI

While early warriors expressed their view of the ephemeral
world in terms of flowers, the death poems of the samurai
of the Kamakura period and later employ a rather different
vocabulary, influenced to a great extent by Zen Buddhism.
Most samurai of the time lived and died by the sword, dif-
fering in this respect from Zen monks. But many of their
death poems are Chinese poems, similar in form and content
to those written by Zen monks. To illustrate, there follow
four stories from the Taiheiki (Chronicle of grand pacifica-
tion), an anthology of heroic adventure stories with historical

references, probably compiled in the middle of the fourteenth
century.

Toshimoto took out of his robe a scroll of paper and,
after wiping his neck with it, spread it out and wrote
his death poem:

From ancient times the saying comes,
“There is no death; there is no life.”
Indeed, the skies are cloudless

And the river waters clear.*

To'shimoto then laid down his brush and smoothed his
hair with his hand. At that very moment, the blade of

* Because Chinese poems are written series of Chinese characters
many characters homophonous with each other, to render the poems ix;
romanized form would provide little clue to the content of the original
These poems, therefore, are given in translation only. o
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the sword flashed behind him; his head fell forward and
his body followed, covering the head.

x ok  x  *
Suketomo sat upright on an animal pelt and wrote a
farewell poem in praise of Buddhist truth:

All five manners* of my fleeting form
And its four elementst return to naught—
I put my neck to the unsheathed sword.
Its cut is but a breath of wind.

He wrote the date, signed his name, and laid the brush
beside him. Then the executioner approached from
behind, and Suketomo’s head fell forward onto the
animal pelt, his body still holding itself upright.

* % k%

Minamoto-no-Tomoyuki sat upright on an animal pelt,
took out his inkstone, and calmly wrote his death poem:

For two and forty years

I wavered between life and death.

Now hills and rivers overturn.

The earth and sky return to nothingness.

Beneath the poem he wrote, “The nineteenth of the
tenth month,” and signed his name; then he put his
brush aside, crossed his arms, and straightened his back.

* five manners: bodily form, feelings, senses, impulses, and con-

sciousness.
t four elements: earth, water, air, and fire.
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The executioner came around behind him and in an
instant his severed head fell forward.

* X * *

[Shiaku Sho’on was a monk at the time of his death,
though he was, by origin, a samurai. After the defeat
of his lord’s army, he preferred to die as a warrior rather
than retire, as a monk would have done, from “the
vanity of this world.” His eldest son having already
committed suicide, the younger son, Shiro, requests to
do likewise. Shiaku stops him and says:]

“Wait a while. It is not proper that a son should die
before his father. When I am dead, you, too, may die.”
Shiro sheathed his dagger and knelt before his father, who
looked down on him and laughed approvingly. Then
Shiaku ordered that a monk’s stool be put near the middle
gate and sat upon it cross-legged. He took out his ink-
stone and wrote his death poem:

The sharp-edged sword, unsheathed, ko
Cuts through the void— ‘
Within the raging fire
A cool wind blows.

He then folded his arms, bent his head forward, and
ordered: “Strike!” Shiro, stripped to the waist, struck
off his father’s head; then setting his sword upright, he
thrust it to the hilt into his own stomach and fell forward
on his face, dead. Three retainers who had been watching
ran forward and threw themselves on the same blade,
falling with their heads together like fish on a skewer.
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Such are the stories of seppuku as they appear in one account,
although we must not forget, of course, the alterations made
when the event is described in folklore and literature.

In addition to poems in the Chinese tradition, watriors
also wrote tanka death poems. Many of these poems, too,
are tinged with the spirit of Buddhism.

Ota Dokan (1432-86), a scholar of military arts and a poet,
was stabbed as he was bathing. Clutching the dagger that
pierced his body, he uttered the following tanka and died:

Had I not known Kakaru toki

that I was dead sa koso inochi no

already oshikarame

I would have mourned kanete nakimi to
omoishirazuba

my loss of life.
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Ouchi Yoshitaka (1507-51) was a samurai general and ruler
of most of the island of Kyushu. He was a man of good char-
acter who developed commercial relations with China and
Korea, and his domain became a center of liberal culture in
which warriors and noblemen from other regions sought
refuge. It is said that he met twice with the leader of the first
Jesuit missionaries to Japan, St. Francis Xavier, and even al-
lowed him to preach in his province. In 1551 one of his gen-
erals rebelled and overpowered his army. Before committing
suicide, Yoshitaka composed a death poem, the last lines of
which are taken from a Chinese translation of the Buddhist
scripture Kongo-gyo (Diamond sutra), which teaches that the
essence of all is void:

Both the victor Utsu hito mo

Chikamasa was a pupil of the well-known master Ikkyu
Sojun (1394-1481). According to folklore, Chikamasa was
greeted at the hour of his death by the three Buddhas of t.he
past, the present, and the future, riding on purple clouds W'lth
twenty-five escorts. Chikamasa first ordered his son to'brmg
him his weapons, then shot an arrow at the Buddha in the
center. The warrior thus showed his contempt for the celestial
retinue and his unconcern for the world to come. Before
his death, Chikamasa said this poem:

One day you are born Umarenuru
you die the next— sono akatsuki ni
today, shininureba
at twilight, kyd no yitbe wa

akikaze zo fuku

autumn breezes blow.

and the vanquished are
but drops of dew,
but bolts of lightning—

utaruru hito mo
morotomo ni
nyo ro yaku nyo den

thus should we view the world. 0 sa ni ze kan

But not all death poems of this war-torn period, from the
middle of the fifteenth to the end of the sixteenth centuries,
were written in a Buddhist mood. Many warriors left to
the world hearts burning with fanatic loyalty to their clan,
and this fanaticism often overshadowed any religious spirit.

A warrior called Akaboshi was a vassal to Ryuzoji Taka-
nobu (1529-84). The latter suspected Akaboshi of wishing to
rebel against him and so took two of his children, a girl of
eight years and a boy whose age is not given, as hostages.
Takanobu eventually crucified them. The soldier in charge
of the execution turned the children westward (toward para-




54 / PART ONE: INTRODUCTION

dise), his eyes brimming with tears. Before dying, the boy,
Shinroku, asked, “Where is my homeland?” “Toward the
east,” answered the soldier, whereupon the child replied with

this poem:

Please don’t face me Waga otmote
toward the west nishi ni na mukeso
lest I should turn Alkaboshi no

my back upon my father, oya ni ushiro o
Akaboshi. miseji to omoeba

Another warrior by the name of Takemata Hideshige lost
a battle to his rival, Shibata Katsuie (1522-83). Before dying,
he said:

Shall Ashura* Ashura-b ni
subdue a man like me? ware o torameya
I shall be born again yagate mata
and then I'll cut the head umarete toramu
off Katsuie . . . Katsuie ga kubi

Yoshida Shoin (1830-59) was a nationalist thinker and
educator. Born into a samurai family, he was later adopted
by his uncle, a teacher in the art of warfare. It is said of Yo-
shida that at the age of nine he was already lecturing to the
ruler of his province on military arts. While in his twenties,
he came under the influence of dissidents to the rule of the

* Ashura: in Brahmanism and Hinduism, 2 mythological demon
who thirsts for battle and fights for the gods. In Buddhist folklore, he
becomes a kind of war god.
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shogun, whose government consequently stripped him of
the rank of samurai and ceased paying him the concomitant
stipend. After some time he was pardoned, but in 1854 he was
caught attempting to escape from Japan in a ship from the
American fleet, apparently with the intention of studying
Western warfare. He was sentenced to confinement on the
grounds of his house and spent the remaining five years of
his life writing and teaching. He demanded that foreigners
be banned from the country and that the emperor be rein-
stated; his followers later played an important role in the
Meiji Restoration of 1868. Motivated by his hatred for the
shogun’s regime and his nationalistic zeal, he formed a plan
to assassinate a high government official. The conspiracy,
however, was discovered by the government, and Yoshida
was executed in 1859 at the age of only twenty-nine. When
his sentence was announced about a week before his execu-
tion, he wrote a poem to his parents expressing his deepest
respect for them in the best tradition of Confucianism. His
death poem, however, he dedicated to the emperor:

Though my corpse rot Mi wa tatoi
beneath the ground Musashi no nobe ni
of Musashi,* kuchinu tomo

my soul remains forever todome okamashi

Japanese. yamato-damashii

.Th.e poet Nomura Boto (1806-67) wrote a death poem in
a similar vein. She too was born into a samurai family and was

‘ .. . ..
Musashi: the province comprising present-day Saitaina and Tokyo
prefectures.
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a supporter of the emperor. After the death of her husband
she had shaved her head and become a Buddhist nun. In spite
of this she cast her lot with the monarchists and was exiled

by the shogunal government.

Kazu naranu
kono mi wa koke ni

Though moss
will overgrow
umorete o

yamato-gokoro no
tane wa kuchisezu

my useless corpse,
the seeds of patriotism
shall ne’er decay.

The life story of Nogi Maresuke (1849-1912) reflects, more
than any other, the spirit of the Japanese warrior. Born into
the nobility, Nogi became a high-ranking army official. In
1877, while he was leading a battalion, his unit’s insignia
were captured by forces hostile to the government, and Nogi
prepared for suicide. Those around him prevented him from
killing himself, but shame for the defeat never left him as long
as he lived. In 1894, during the Sino-Japanese War, he was in
charge of the division that captured Port Arthur in a single
day; later he became the governor of Taiwan. During the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904, he fought many a bloody battle
as a general. This war, in which he himself lost two sons, left
him with a deep sense of guilt at the loss of so many soldiers.
After the war he was awarded with a high title of nobility
and was appointed as a military adviser to the government.
Emperor Meiji himself thought highly of him and entrusted
him with the education of the sons of court nobility. Nogi
was much admired for his firm moral principles, and to many
he epitomized the Japanese warrior. When the emperor died
in 1912, Nogi felt that life had lost its meaning, and he com-
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mitted suicide, together with his wife, on the day of the em-
peror’s funeral. Thus, as he states in his death poem, Nogi
fulfilled the ancient obligation of the warrior not to remain
in the world after his lord has left it:

The Master of the World
has passed away—

Utsushiyo o

kami sarishi mama
and after him, okimi no

eager to serve my lord, miato shitaite

go L ware wa yuku nari

I will close this section with the death poem of Fujita Ko-
shiro (1842-65), a samurai who supported the emperor in the
Meiji Restoration. He fought against the shogun’s forces, but
his army was defeated and he was condemned to death.
Though his death poem reveals his fanaticism, its stringency
is softened by an image from nature in the traditional style

of love poetry:

Saku ume wa
kaze ni hakanaku
chiru totemo

nioi wa kimi ga
sode ni utsushite

Plum petals

falling in the wind
leave aromatic odors
on the sleeve

of the imperial robe.

DEATH POEMS OF LOVERS

We learn from Japanese history and literature that loyalty
to death was not confined only to warriors. The intensity of
emotion displayed by samurai toward their lords was matched
by the loyalty of Japanese women for the men they loved;
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indeed, the idea of “love consummated in death” is present in
the earliest written sources. One of the stories in the Kojiki
concerns the heir-apparent to the throne, Karu-no-Mikoto,
and his sister Karu-no-Iratsume. Just before his succession, the
crown prince seduces his sister, singing a stormy and sensual
song. Their forbidden love must have incurred the anger of
the entire nation, for the text says that “‘all the officials and
likewise the people of the Empire turned against the Heir
Apparent Karu.”’s Karu-no-Mikoto is banished; he goes into
exile singing love songs. His sister, unable to restrain her
love, sets out after him, singing a love song of her own. The
lovers meet, exchange more songs, and commit suicide.

These two are the first in a long line of lovers’ suicides in
Japanese history and folklore. In the Harima Fudoki (Topo-
graphical record of Harima,* ¢. 713), we find the story of
the goddess Awami who pursues her lover, the god Hanami,
to the edge of a marsh. When she does not find him there,
her distress overwhelms her and she “takes a dagger, pierces
her stomach, and falls into the marsh.” The story is told,
apparently, as an explanation of the place name—Harasaki-
numa, “marsh of the split stomach.” This is also the first
mention in Japanese literature of suicide by seppuku.

The Kojiki contains the first death poem sung by a woman.
The poem is that of Oto-Tachibana, who dies for her lover,
Yamato Takeru-no-Mikoto, whose own death poem is quoted
above. Yamato Takeru-no-Mikoto is nearly burned to death
in a field fire lit by his enemy, the ruler of Sagamu (or Sagami,

part of present-day Kanagawa Prefecture). He escapes, how-
ever, and continues his adventures. Just as he and his retinue

* Harima: the southern part of present-day Hyogo Prefecutre.
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are about to cross the sea, “the deity of that crossing” gt

the waves. Oto-Tachibana offers to sacrifice her life %o e
the gf)d. The men on the boat take many sedge mat k‘?PPease
and silk carpets and set them upon the waves Otos’”lf lz'mgs,
seats he.rself on top of them, whereupon thc; Wa\:e . libf:ina
The ship then sets sail, and the abandoned womanS ss:;gs; . -

Ah! t.hou [whom I] enquired of, Sanesashi

standing in the midst Sagamy ]

of the flames of the fire mt;g},/uru /Z’o .
no

burni .
urning on the little moor of Sagamu, honoka ni tachite
where the true peak pierces!6

toishi kimi wa mo
Seven days. later Oto-Tachibana’s comb drifts ashore. A
mat;lsoleum 1s erected and the comb is placed in it '

T - . . ’
i e f!lt}fratura of the Heian period, written largely by
adies of the court, contains not only light stories of romance

ble ) .
man, parting from his wife with great emotion Three

years pass during which the wife he i
a
.hUSband_ Unable to wait for him an rs nothing from her

on
o the portals of the house. The woman, without opening
e gate
e §ate, passes a poem to her husband in 5 note, confessing
at, ..
grown weary of waiting for three long years,” she is
t]
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sharing her bed for the first time with another man. Her
husband sends back a poem of his own, hoping that “she
will love her new man as much as she loved him.” Before he
goes, he receives another note from his wife declaring that
“although others have sought her love, her heart belongs to
him alone.” The husband, however, turns his back on her
and leaves. She pursues him but fails to overtake him, giving
up the chase beside a clear-running stream. Before dying, she
writes her last poem on a rock beside the brook with blood
drawn from her finger:

The man I loved Aiomowade
refused to hear karenuru hito o
my pleadings— todomekane

he abandoned me and now  wagami wa ima zo
my life fades away. kiehatenumeru

Among the many fascinating stories in the Genji Monoga-
tari, there appears the tale of the girl Ukifune. It is not clear
whom she loves, but at least two young men are enamored
of her. In a way characteristic of the Japanese, Ukifune decides
to do away with herself in order to solve her dilemma. Just
before throwing herself into the Uji River, she writes a num-
ber of poems. She sends the following, her last, to Prince
Niou, the more insistent of her suitors:

If I leave Kara o dani
ukiyo no naka ni
todomezuba
izuku o haka to

no trace behind
in this fleeting world
what then could you

reproach? kimi mo uramin

DEATH AND ITS POETRY / 61

Ukifune is pulled from the river and saved, but she shaves
her head and abandons the world for the monastery.

Another woman who left such a poem, and who did suc-
ceed in drowning herself, was the mistress of the nobleman
Fujiwara-no-Moronaga (1138-92). Moronaga, who lived
with his mistress only while in his home province, was about
to return to the city of Kyoto, where the provincial nobility
spent the greater part of every year. Before returning he gave
her a biwa, a stringed instrument similiar to the mandolin,
as a present. Unable to bear the sorrow of parting from her
lover, she threw herself into a river after composing the
following poem:

Thus say unto him,
*“She whose life hung shirabe ni kakete
on the biwa melody Mitsuse-gawa
has sunk beneath the waters shizumi hateshi to
of the Mitsuse.”*

Yotsu-no-o no

kimi ni tsutaeyo?

During the civil wars of the fourteenth to the sixteenth
centuries, the fate of many warriors’ wives was no brighter
than that of their husbands when the latter suffered defeat
in battle. In the Taiheiki, we find the story of Sakai Sadatoshi
and his wife. Sadatoshi is exiled from his home, and while
wandering dispiritedly throughout the country, he is even-
tually apprehended by enemies and condemned to die. He
does not shrink from death, but before his execution, he is
grieved not to know what has become of his wife and children.

* Mitsuse (River): a name for the counterpart in Japanese folklore
of the River Styx.
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He asks the guard to return the dagger he had always kept on
his person and entrusts it to a monk, who agrees to deliver the
dagger to Sadatoshi’s loved ones. At this, Sadatoshi is content;
he sits straight up on the animal skin and recites this poem:

When luck held out Mina hito no
and others thrived yo ni aru toki wa
I counted not at all— kazu narade

but when disaster falls uki ni wa moreny

we share one fate.

wagami narikeri
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confines of a Buddhist temple. One of the general’s relatives
rebels against him and attacks the temple. The general com-
mits suicide by seppuku. His retainer, a warrior named Hyo-
go, strikes off his head with a “mercy blow” and kills himself
as well. Hyogo’s son dies in the same battle. Hyogo'’s wife,
upon hearing of her son’s and husband’s deaths, broke into
bitter tears and died within two days. She left this poem:
They who are no more Aru wa naku
increase from day to day—  naki wa kazuso

He then calls Buddha’s name ten times and submits calmly
to the executioner’s blow. The monk takes up the dagger
and the robe in which Sadatoshi died and goes to Kamakura,
where he finds Sadatoshi’s wife and gives her the articles.
She falls weeping to the floor, unable to bear her grief; she
then brings out her inkstone and writes this poem on the hem

of her husband’s robe:

in such a world

how could I think

yononaka mo
wagami no ue to

For whose eyes

Tare miyo to

did he send katami o hito no
these things? todomeken
How could I live taete aru beki
and bear so great a grief? inochi naranu ni

Covering her head with the gown, she thrusts the dagger
into her breast and dies.

The following war story is found in the chronicles of a
samurai family of the fifteenth or sixteenth century. The
general of a certain fortress escapes from his enemy into the

that when it came to me ...  omowazarishi o

The wars of the samurai in the sixteenth century, in which
many thousands of women lost their husbands and sons,
sometimes caused strange and tragic complications. Nara
Yayoi, the sister of Nara Sakon, a samurai, was loved and
courted for a number of years by another samurai, Sadamitsu.
Sakon, however, disliked Sadamitsu and refused to allow the
two to marry. In the course of time Sakon and Sadamitsu
found themselves in opposing camps, and Sakon was killed
with an arrow shot by Sadamitsu. Yayoi was captured and
married to Sadamitsu. She pretended to resign herself to the
marriage, but secretly wrote a last letter, with her death poem,
to her mother. After sending the letter, she stole Sadamitsu’s
sword and killed first him, then herself. In refusing to share
a bed with her brother’s killer she proved her loyalty to her
family—but is the reader mistaken to hear a note of love for
Sadamitsu in her death poem?
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My heart Omoigawa
is a bottomless river, fukaki fuchise wa
a raging torrent— hayakeredo

how can I throw my name  sasou mizu ni wa
into the tempting waters? tia 0 nagasameya

During the Edo period, the Japanese witnessed another
way of life developing alongside that of the effeminate no-
bility and severely masculine samurai—that of merchants
and artisans in Edo (present-day Tokyo), Osaka, and Kyoto.
Historians sometimes call this era “the roaring Edo period,”
for the inhabitants of Edo, the capital, were known for care-
free living. Theaters in the city staged romantic plays featur-
ing “love as strong as death,” and occasional incidents of
lovers’ suicide would become the talk of the day. The account
of one such incident follows:

Not long ago [perhaps in the middle of the eighteenth
century], in a geisha house named Kariganeya in Edo’s
red-light district, the Yoshiwara, there lived a geisha
named Uneme. A Buddhist monk fell in love with her
and used to visit her frequently. The proprietress of the
house did not look kindly on their affair and employed
various ruses to keep the two from meeting. The monk,
unable to bear their separation, killed himself. When
Uneme heard the news of his death, she escaped from
her house and threw herself into Kagami-ga-ike [lit.,
mirror lake]. Her death poem alludes to another Uneme*

* The story of the earlier Uneme (a common name for courtesans)
appears in the Man’yoshu.
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who, about a thousand years before, had drowned
herself in Sarusawa-no-ike [lit., monkey-brook lake, in
Nara:

If you know not

who I am, hear:

Like the one who cast herself
into the Lake of Monkeys

I drown myself in Mirror Lake.

Na o sore to
shirazu tomo shire
Sarusawa no
ato o Kagami-ga-
ike ni shizumeba®

In many of the death poems written by Japanese women,
the reader may sense a longing for a place of refuge from the
many hardships the women encounter. The following death
poem belongs to a woman named Oroku and dates from the
first part of the seventeenth century. Oroku marries a certain
Sakon, the retainer of a provincial ruler, and bears him a
male child. She is treated cruelly by her mother-in-law, how-
ever, and finally kills herself. This poem appears in her will:

And had my days been longer
still the darkness kono yo no yami wa
would not leave this world— yomo hareji

along death’s path, among the hills  shide no yamaji no

I shall behold the moon.

Nagaraete

iza tsuki o min9

The moon symbolizes salvation in the world beyond from
the sufferings of the present life.

DEATH POEMS AND ZEN BUDDHISM

At the moment of death, say followers of the Jodo sects
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of Buddhism, the dying person is greeted cither by Amida,
the Buddha of Everlasting Light, or by Kannon, the Bodhi-
sattva of Compassion and Love. Anyone who calls the name
of Buddha before dying is reborn in the Pure Land in the
West. We find in religious literature the description of terrible
afflictions that befall the wicked after death, but most ac-
counts depict such hells as temporary states in which even
saints may be found, saving others from torture. All such
beliefs are defined as tariki, “[salvation through] power from
without,” as opposed to jiriki, ““[salvation through] power
from within.” Although most Japanese Buddhists belong to
the Jodo sects, the belief that salvation comes through inner
enlightenment, a tenet of Zen Buddhism, has always been
strong among the well educated.

There is a trend in the “inner enlightenment” sects toward
voluntary death. Kukai (774-835), known posthumously as
Kobo Daishi, was a learned Buddhist monk who sailed to
China to study the mysteries of the Shingon sect. On his
return to Japan, he founded a large Buddhist temple on
Mount Koya (Wakayama Prefecture) and spread the esoteric
doctrine of Buddhism among noblemen and peasants alike.
It is said that Kukai died by fasting till the skin stuck to his
bones.

Buddhist literature reports that Eisai (1141—1215), one of
the founders of Japanese Zen, knew just when his death was
approaching. He journeyed to Kyoto in order to “show
people how to die.” Upon his arrival, he first preached to
the crowd, then sat completely still in the upright Zen posi-
tion, and died. However, when his followers complained
that his death had been too sudden, he revived. He died for
good in the same manner five days later. His pupil Eicho
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(d. 1247) anticipated his own death and met it sitting up-
right; other famous monks died in the same way.10 s

Stories about dying at will are not told exclusively about
monks. A nineteenth-century samurai scholar relates, for
instance, the story of the death of a poet named Hasejgawa
Shume (c. 1700). Shume wrote before dying:

Throughout the frosty night Okiakasu
I lay awake. When morning bells  shimoyo no kane ni
rang out, my heart grew clear— kokoro sumu

upon this fleeting dream-world

: : ukiyo no yume no
dawn is waking.

akegata no sora

“Whe%’l he had spoken these words,” says the text, “his
breathing grew shallow. Those pressing around him 1,1rgcd
‘Call Buddha’s name.” But Shume, rather than praying,
merely repeated aloud, ‘Thanks, thanks.” Then he covereci
hims?lfhand told 1tlhem not to take away the blanket until a
certain hour. At the speci i
cortan hour £ dead‘”};leaﬁed time, they drew back the cover
It is, however, the dying person’s state of mind, rather
Fhan the ability to control the manner of dying tc; which
importance is attached among followers of the ,“inner en-
lightenment” sects. One who dies lusting for life in this world
or for salvation in the next is not enlightened. This is wh
many death poems express not only resignation to deat}?
but even indifference to the prospects of a world beyond’
Indeed, such attitudes gave rise to a rejection of the ver ac;
of writing death poems, a subject discussed below. Enlig})lrten—
ment as understood by Zen Buddhists does not’confer un-

derstanding beyond that possessed by ordinary people but
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is rather a state in which consciousness is free from any
theoretical thinking. “When a simple man gains knowledge,”
says Zen scripture, “he is wise. When a wise man gains under-
standing, he is simple.”

The identification of enlightenment with a state of natural
simplicity—which extends even until one’s dying moments—
originates in ancient Taoist philosophy, which reached Japan
during the eighth century and which influenced Japanese
Zen Buddhism no less than Indian Buddhism did. Alongside
the gloomy vision of the world as a fleeting illusion, traces
can be felt of the Taoist philosophy of the forgetfulness of
self being the essence of wholeness and purity. The writings
of the philosophers Lao-tzu (sixth cent. B.C.) and Chuang-tzu
(third cent. B.c.) do not so much teach how to think as how
to be. When the world behaves according to its nature, say
the Taoist sages, everything finds its place of its own accord.
It is when one forces principles on the world that one inter-
feres with its natural workings. Sunflowers manage to grow
without the farmer pulling on their stalks every morning,
and so it is with man, He need not ask himself about every
step he takes, wondering by what principles he ought to
conduct himself, Taoists define correct behavior as “non-
action” (Ch., wu wei; J., mui), which does not mean “sit still
and do nothing.” Rather, it refers to action in which natural

processes are not interfered with—actions as natural as the
growth of sunflowers. “The wise man,” says Chuang-tzu,
“walks by the light of chaos, the light of darkness. He does
not impose distinctions, but leaves everything in its place.
This is clarity of mind.”

In one of Chuang-tzu’s stories, he describes the death of
sages who knew the secret of the Tao, the Way:

DEATH AND ITS POETRY / 69

The four sages Szu, Yii, Li, and Lai were talking with
each other. They said, “Who can see Nothing as his
head, Life as his back, and Death as his rear? Whoever
knows Life and Death, Being and Nothing, as One, shall
be one of us.” The four looked at one another and smiled.
There was no barrier in their hearts to separate them.

Not long after that, Yii fell ill. Szu went to see him
and asked how he fared. Yii said, “Wonderful. The way
of the master is deforming me! My back is as crooked
as a hunchback’s and my organs are all topsy-turvy.
My chin sticks in my navel, my shoulders rise up above
my head and my pigtail points to the sky. The elements
of nature must be all confused.” His heart was calm and
his manner carefree. He limped to the well, looked at
his reflection in the water and said, “My, my! How the
Maker of Things is deforming me!” Szu asked, “Does
this upset you?” “Why should it?” said Yii. “If my left
a.rm becomes a rooster, I will herald the dawn. If my
right arm becomes a crossbow, I'll shoot down a bird
and roast it. If my buttocks turn into wheels and my
spirit into a horse, I'll go for a ride. What need will I
have for a carriage? I was born when it was time to be
born, and I shall die when it is time to die. If we are in
peace with time and follow the order of things, neither
Sofrow nor joy will move us. The ancients called this
freedom from bondage.” Those who are entangled with

the appearance of things cannot free themselves. But
nothing can overcome the order of nature. Why should
I be upset?”’

Shortly afterward, Lai fell ill. He lay gasping on the
verge of death. His wife and children were gathered
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around him, weeping. Li, who had come to see him,
said, “Shh! Be off with you! Do not distrub the change!”

. Then he leaned back on the door and said to Lai, “Great
is the Maker of Things! What will become of you now?
Where will he send you? Will you be the liver of a rat
or the leg of an insect?”” Lai said, “A child who obeys
his father and mother will go wherever they tell him
to go—east, west, south, or north. Yin and yang, the
elements of nature, are they not to a man like father and
mother? If I were not to obey them now that they have
brought me to the point of death, how wayward I should
be! They are not to be blamed. The great earth burdens
me with a body, forces upon me the toil of life, eases
me in old age, and calms me in death. If life is good,
death is good also. If an ironsmith were casting metal
and the metal were to jump up and say, ‘Make me into
the best of all swords!” the ironsmith would regard it
as a bad omen. Now that my human form is decompos-
ing, were I to say, ‘[ want to be a man! Nothing but
a man! the Maker of Things would think me most
unworthy. Heaven and earth are a great forge and the
Maker of Things is a master ironsmith. Can the place
he is sending me to be the wrong place?”

When Chuang-tzu himself was about to die, his disciples
wished to prepare for him a lavish funeral. But Chuang-tzu
said that all the furnishings for his burial were already there:
heaven and earth for his coffin, the sun, the moon, and the
stars for ornaments, and the world of “ten thousand things”
for a parting gift. Still, his disciples insisted and argued that
unless he was properly buried, the fowl of the air would ecat
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his flesh. To this Chuang-tzu replied, “Above ground, vul-
tures and crows will eat me. Below ground, crickets and ants
will eat me. It does not seem fair to deprive the former just
to feed the latter.”

In addition to Taoist philosophy, Zen Buddhism has an-
other important source in the Madhyamika, “middle path,”
school of Buddhism, founded by the Indian philosopher
Nagarjuna, who lived in the second and third centuries A.D.
It is unlikely that Nagarjuna had heard of the Chinese phi-
losophers. By contrast with the colorful style of the latter,
Nagarjuna writes in a concise, methodical manner, in a way
that is typical of Indian thinkers. However, his doctrine of
the “void” closely resembles Taoist philosophy.

Nagarjuna submits the idea of the mutual dependence of
all things, a central principle of early Buddhist philosophy,
to logical analysis and finds that because a “thing” can be
defined only in relation to something else, no “thing” is
absolutely identical to itself and therefore cannot exist as
such. With this argument Nagarjuna refutes all possible
descriptions of “reality.” He does not deny its existence,
but maintains only that we cannot think this reality, as our
thoughts are confused and self-contradictory. Nagarjuna
does not hesitate to attack even the Buddhist doctrine of
doctrines—that of salvation from the “world of senses” in
the absolute peace of nirvana. Salvation from the world of
sorrow and pain is not to be attained by passing from a state
of inferior being to a more exalted state, but by ceasing to
think. Like the Taoists, Nagarjuna rejects the philosophical
viewpoint entirely, seeing in it the origin of ignorance and
suffering. With this attitude he solves the problem of death
as well. When one understands that the distinction between
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life and death is as arbitrary and as illusory as all other dis-
tinctions, one finds the solution in the disappearance of the
problem.

Both Taoist philosophers and Buddhists of the Madhyami-
ka school, then, saw speculative thought about reality as the
root of all evil. Likewise, from the very beginnings of Zen
in the sixth century, no importance has been attached to
rituals, to sacred writings, or to philosophical discussion.
Such an anti-speculative attitude is apparent in thousands of
Zen anecdotes from China and Japan, as the following sayings
of Joshu (Chao-chou; 778-897), a Zen master from China,
demonstrate:

Someone asked, “When one is confronted with disaster,
how can one avoid it?”’

Joshu said, “That’s it!”
(The disaster lies only in the consciousness of “disaster.”
When you are in a given situation but do not define it,
it is not “good” or “bad”; you simply react according
to the circumstances.)

Someone asked, “What is my true nature?”’

Joshu said, “If that is what you say, what is it that
you dislike?”
(If you search for your “true” nature, you grant the
existence of a “false” one. If you make no attempt to
define your nature, you will find nothing in it that is

not true.)

Passing by the main hall, Joshu saw a monk worshiping.
Joshu hit him once with his stick.
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The monk said, “After all, worshiping is a good
thing.”
Joshu said, “A good thing isn’t as good as nothing.”12

Zen literature eventually came to serve as a means to en-
lightenment in Zen monasteries. Several times a week, every
monk would meet alone with the master. The latter would
tell an anecdote or present a koan, a sort of problem or riddle
from Zen literature. The monk’s response would not neces-
sarily be verbal, and it is often difficult to see the connection
between the answer and the anecdote. Here is a dialogue
between a Japanese master and monk from the end of the
eighteenth or the beginning of the nineteenth century:

Master: Where will you go after death?
Monk: Excuse me for a minute. I have to go to the
toilet.18

As in Zen anecdotes from China, the problem of death is
treated as a pseudo-problem. The Zen master asks a trap
question to see if the monk will display any metaphysical
leanings. The monk, however, evading this aspect of the
question and indicating thereby that he knows nothing of
what will happen “after death,” reacts only to “going” and
demonstrates with the only kind of “going” known to him—
moving from one concrete place to another.

In 1828, the Japanese poet Yamamoto Ryokan (1758-1831),
himself a Zen monk, wrote to his friend a letter in the same
vein as the sayings of Joshu, following an earthquake that
killed thousands of people. He said, ‘“When you suffer a
calamity—then be it so; now is the time of calamity. When
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you die—then be it so; now is the time to die. Thus you save
yourself from calamity and death.”

It is not then to be wondered at, that in spite of the famous
self-discipline of Zen monks, tradition often ascribes to them
the simplest and most natural conduct just before their death.
Such is the case with two of the central figures in Japanese
Zen Buddhism, Ikkyu Sojun and Sengai Gibon (1750-1837),
both of whose death poems appear in this anthology. There
is, however, no evidence that they wrote the poems imme-

| diately before dying. Ikkyu, just before his death, protested,

“I don’t want to die!” Sengai was asked by one of his pupils
if he had anything to say before passing away. He replied,
“I don’t want to die.” His pupils, astounded to hear this,
asked, “What was that you said?” “I really don’t want to
die,” repeated Sengai. Both he and Tkkyu died at the age of
eighty-eight. It is also reported of Sengai that a man once
came to him and declared that he was disgusted with life.
Sengai answered with a kyoka, a satirical tanka:

If your time to die has come Shini ni kite

and you die—very well! shinu toki nareba—
If your time to die has come shinu ga yoshi

and you don’t— shinisokonote

all the better! shinanu nao yoshi

I was once told that a certain master of recent times ex-
claimed on his deathbed, “I don’t want to die!” and burst
out crying. When his pupils gathered around to wipe his
tears, they saw that his eyes were completely dry. This man
greeted death with a “natural” reaction, but perhaps wished
to suggest that he was not bound even by “naturalness.”
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We find mention of the custom of writing death poems in
a fifteenth-century book whose anonymous author states,
“I don’t know about China, but in our country Zen monks
write death poetry. Most of them compose the poem while
they are still healthy and pretend, when they die, to compose
it on the spot. Some of these poems are nonsense; others are
praiseworthy. But doesn’t such a practice contradict the
monks’ withdrawal from society?”’4 An eighteenth-century
scholar of literature makes the same point, adding an anecdote
to sharpen it: W 07
Zen monks. .. usually write death poems. I know
myself of two or three monks who composed theirs
at the moment of death—a very difficult feat. They
thought, perhaps, that they were doing it for their
pupils, but if the way of nature is to be respected, such
a practice is not at all becoming. I recently heard a story
about a Zen priest from the town of Kizu who wanted
to “die properly.” He changed his clothes, wrote a death
poem, and died sitting upright. The priest who took over
his position in the temple was lying inside his mosquito
net one summer day when all at once he saw the figure
of a man. He looked more closely and discerned a tall
priest. When he asked, “Who are you?” the figure re-
plied, “I am the priest who lived here before you. At the
hour of my death I paid so much attention to my ap-
pearance I am now having difliculty in crossing to the
next world.” The living priest prayed for the peace of
his predecessor’s spirit, and the figure hasn’t come back
since. . .. The motive for striving so hard, to write a
death poem is the desire to impress others.15
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Nishiyama Soin (1605-82), who was by all accounts a
good poet, did not write a death poem at all. The probable
reason has been recorded as follows:

The poet Soin decided a long time before his death not
to write a death poem. One day I heard him tell the
story about a dying Buddhist priest. One of the priest’s
pupils came to his bed and said, “A man as famous for
his learning and as gifted as you—surely you will write
a death poem.” The priest simply replied, “At an awe-
some time like this . . .” Then he closed his eyes and died.
“How wonderful!” said Soin excitedly, repeating several
times, “How wonderful!” For this reason I am sure that
Soin, when he died, was taken up solely by the awesome
meaning of his last moment.16

While some Zen monks were against the practice of writ-
ing death poems, we do find numerous examples of such
poems in the literature. The fact that in Zen there was criti-
cism of this custom is not surprising due to the abhorrence
on the part of many Zen masters of anything that smacks of
mere formalism. But it seems that most Japanese Zen masters
simply followed Japanese (and Chinese) traditions and wrote
farewell poems, although some of them suggest their objec-
tion to this custom in their own death poem.

DEATH POEMS: BETWEEN SOLEMNITY AND LAUGHTER

But for the deeply rooted conservatism of the Japanese
people, their culture would not have preserved itself so well
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through so many centuries. Such conservatism, however,
sometimes borders on blind worship of tradition and customs,
with results that are often somewhat ridiculous. We have,
for example, the ironic story of “a man who asked his poetry
teacher to compose a death poem for his wife.”1? There is
also the story of one Narushima Chuhachiro, a man who,
“fearing that he might die without warning and be unable
to write a farewell poem,” began writing death poems at
the age of fifty-odd years, sending them for criticism to his
poctry master Reizei Tameyasu (cighteenth cent.). At the
age of eighty, he wrote:

For eighty years and more, Yaso amari
by the grace of my sovereign kimi to oya to no
and my parents, I have lived megumi mote

with a tranquil heart yo o tsuki hana ni

between the flowers and the moon.  yasuku sugitaru

As usual, he sent the poem to Reizei, who replied in this wise:
“When you reach age ninety, correct the first line.”’18

The hesitation between desire to write a death poem and
aversion to an “unnatural” act is noticeable in the death poems
of more than a few poets, as these examples from the present
volume will show:

Whether or not a paradise Koshiraete

awaits in the far reaches aru to mo shirazu

of the west . .. nishi no oku
—S0A (1677-1742)
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Jisei to wa
sunawachi mayoi

Death poems
are mere delusion—

death is death. tada shinan
—TOKO (1710-95)
Since I was born Umarete wa

shinury hazu nari
sore naraba
—xisEx (1688-1764)

I have to die,
and so...

A warrior named Fuse Yajiro grew ill in the spring, and
by autumn he was dying. He wrote this poem:

Naki tama no
kazu ni hairite
naku naka ni

uki akikaze no

i ni zo shiminuru

Before long

I shall be a ghost

but just now

how they bite my flesh!

the winds of autumn.

After writing this poem so full of nostalgia for life, Fuse
Yajiro recovered somewhat and lived on for another month.
Something must have changed his mind about death, for
in a mood of greater detachment, he wrote another death

poem:

Seen from Kenkon no

outside creation
earth and sky
aren’t worth

a box of matches.

soto yori kore o
uchi mireba
hiuchibako ni mo
taranu ametsuchil®
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However strange it may seem, many poets chose to end
their lives with a satirical poem, and some even mock this
mockery itself. One kyoka poet wrote down, before dying,
the well-known death poem of another poet, prefacing it
with the words “I borrowed this poem from someone,” and
adding after it, “This is the last act of plagiarism I shall commit
in this world.”’20

Morikawa Kyoriku (1656-1715), a pupil of Basho’s, also

wrote a kyoka death poem. The poem and its background
have been left for us:

Kyoriku .. . came from an ancient samurai family and
was a talented painter. When he became Basho’s pupil,
Basho said to him, “For painting, you shall be my
master; for haiku, I shall be yours.”

Kyoriku was extremely proud of his talents and con-
sidered other poets no better than dogs. ... He would
boast of himself, “I alone have gone straight to the heart
of Basho’s poetry.”

Before his death, Kyoriku wrote:

Till now I thought

that death befell

the untalented alone.

If those with talent, too,
must die

surely they make
a better manure?

Ima made wa

heta ga shinu zo to
omoishi ni

jozu mo shineba

kuso jozu kana?l

Another writer puts Kyoriku's apparent boastfulness in a
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light that is probably more in keeping with thé spirit of his
death poem. When asked by a man to teach h‘l‘m the art of
poetry, Kyoriku refused, saying that he was “not talenfcd
enough.” Surprised at this answer, the man rerrynded I.(yorxku
of his extravagant praise of himself. To this Kyor{}(u an-
swered, “All that is only a joke. Don’t take it seriously.”22

No less famous than Kyoriku is Yamazaki Sokan (died «.
1540), of samurai birth, a renga poet, and one o'f the f.irst com-
posers of haiku. The following death poem is attributed to

him:

Sokan wa
doko e to hito no

Should someone ask
where Sokan went,
just say, totareba

“He had some business chito yoji ari
in the other world.” ano yo e to ie

And an author named Hanabusa Ikkei (d. 1843) wrote:

Ni- sambyaku
ikiyd to koso
omoishi ni
hachijiigo nite
fuji no wakajini

I thought to live

two centuries, or three—
yet here comes death

to me, a child

just eighty-five years old.

A man named Kita Takekiyo (d. 1856) apparentlyf pre-
pared his own tombstone in the Nihon’enoki district of
Edo. Two haiku poets—Takarai Kikaku (1661—1?07) and
Hanabusa Itcho (1652-1724)—had been laid to rest in an old
temple there. Kita Takekiyo wrote before his death:
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I come to my grave Kite mireba

in Nihon’enoki Nihon’enoki mo
and here, to my delight, omoshiroshi

I find beside me Kikaku and Itcho hanashi no tomo wa
friends I can talk to. Kikaku Itcho

Conversing about poetry with Kikaku and Itcho is indeed a
rosy picture of life beyond death.

Another poet who expected an entertaining afterlife was
Moriya Sen’an (d. 1838):

Ware shinaba
sakaya no kame no
shita ni ikeyo

moshi ya shizuku no
moriyasennan

Bury me when I die
beneath a wine barrel
in a tavern.

With luck

the cask will leak.

The last line of the poem, “perhaps will leak,” is similar to
the pronunciation of the poet’s name.

The merchants and artisans of the Edo period, like earlier
monks and poets, spoke of this life.in terms of a transient
“floating world” (ukiyo), or of a dream that vanishes, but
rather than lift their eyes to the monasteries high in the moun-
tains, they let their legs carry them to the geisha houses in the
Yoshiwara quarter of Edo. “FrQQ, all directions, ‘the compass
needle points to Yoshiwara,” quips one senryu poet. In so
hedonistic an atmosphere, a spirit of satire thrived, especially
near the end of the period. Anything at all might fall victim
to the senryu poets’ sharp tongues, and it is no wonder that
they do not spare the custom of writing death poems. How
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can a man know when he will die? And what happens to the
poem should he get well again?

Shinisokonate
jisei shinaosu

After recovery, he polishes

the style of his death poem.
The mouth that has uttered Jisei no kuchi de
a death poem

now devours porridge. kayu ni kuitsuku

And when a man dies, so what if he has left a death poem?

The doctors Ishashii wa
praise his death poem jisei o homete
and depart. tatarekeri

The poem pokes fun no less at the doctors than at the dying

poet. ' '
There were those among senryu poets who did not hesitate

. 3

even to parody well-known death poems. Here is Basho’s

last poem:

Tabi ni yande
yume wa kareno o

On a journey, ill:
my dream goes wandering

over withered fields. kakemeguru
A senryu poet writes:
Locked in my room: Zashikiro
my dream goes wandering yume wa kuruwa o
over brothels. kakemeguri
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The following senryu even takes an ironic view of another
man’s death scene:

The dying priest Nanimokamo
looks as if satotta yo ni
he knew it all. hotokemeki

Though the next poem, too, looks humorously at death,
there s a trace of pathos as well:

The last of human desire: Jin’yoku no
he grasps at saigo kokii
the air. tsukamu nari

A death poem is liable to sound strained if its author racks
his brain for an “appropriate” farewell, and not all death
poems succeed in conveying the impact of this final experi-
ence. Sometimes, poems which are not specifically defined
as “death poems” are more forceful. A well-known tanka
poet, Shimaki Akahiko (1876-1926), wrote this poem not
long before his death:

Where did that dog Waga ie no
that used to be here go?
I thought about him
once again tonight
before I went to bed.

inu wa izuko ni
yukinuramy
koyoi mo omoi
idete nemurern

How is a person’s poetry linked to his life? What can it
tell of his death? One poet may search in vain for a poem as
long as he lives; another repeats one poem again and again;
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yet another lives and dies in every poem he creates. The ex-
perience of the renga poet Satomura Joha (1524-1602) was of
the first type. Before his death, Joha said that if someone
writing a poem prior to his at a renga-composition gathering
had only suggested the phrase “‘a little of the sea”” (umi tm'ko—
shi), he would have followed it with a phrase containing
“Mount Osaka.”* “I wished,” he wrote, “for the phrase
long ago, but no one ever started out like that, and now [ must
leave this life without having composed my verse.”2® Even
if we were to analyze at length the images Joha wanted to
combine, we would never understand the particular note he
strove for all his life, a note only he could comprehend.

By contrast, Kashiku, a little-known poet from the late
seventeenth or early eighteenth century, heard the same sound
all his life, and this was the sound he repeated at his death:

A certain man left his native province to wander from
place to place. He was an artist and a haiku poet; he could
dance, sing, and play stringed instruments; and he used to
gladden the hearts of all who came nearhim. Fora number
of years he was part of the company around the table of
Ozawa Sahichi, an innkeeper in the Tokaido region. One
day Sahichi said to him, “I've been watching you fox: a
long time. I can see that you're not a petty man: youre
even-tempered, you avoid arguments, and you're free
of vices. In fact, you've got all the makings of a monk.
Why not shave your head and lead a monk’s life, free of
ties?” The man grew very happy when he heard this.

* Mount Osaka: in Shiga Prefecture, overlooking Lake Biwa. Umi
and osaka also signify “birth” and “‘conjugal vows”’ respectively.

DEATH AND ITS POETRY / 85

On the spot he shaved his hair, laughing, and said, “Ah!
What a relief! I've been rid of ‘the grease’ [a metaphor—
the expression refers to a plait of greased hair and here
signifies relief from this life as well].” The innkeeper
laughed with him and replied, “Since I'm the one who
persuaded you, I'll give you the name you’ll go by as a
monk.” He called him “Kashiku” [a formula similar
to “yours sincerely,” used by women at the close of
letters]. Kashiku stayed on for several months more in
Sahichi’s inn, then decided to set out as a wandering
monk. He went to Naniwa [Osaka], singing kyoka on his
way, plucking stringed instruments, and begging rice
from door to door. ... Whenever he returned to Sahi-
chi’s inn, he need not have begged, as his many friends
were willing to support him. But Kashiku, who hated
flattery and false praise, refused all invitations to dine.
When invited to a meal, he would answer, “I desire
nothing but the view of Mount Fuji,” and would turn
his back and go. One day his corpse was found in the
snow outside a temple gate. . . . He was dressed in beg-
gar’s clothing and wrapped in a straw gown. Beside his
head lay a scrap of paper which read:

Mount Fuji’s melting snow  Fuji no yuki

is the ink tokete suzuri no
with which I sign sumigoromo

my life’s scroll, kashiku wa fude no
“Yours sincerely.” owari narikeri24

The last poem left by Basho is generally considered his
death poem, but Basho himself did not intend to write such
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a poem. When he was on his deathbed, his pupils hinted that
he ought to leave one, but he replied that any of his poems
could be his death poem. And indeed, in all of Basho’s best
poems, a resonance can be heard that seems to come from
and return to the void.

A certain Japanese professor has defined Japanese culture
as “a culture of death.” In a long essay he argues that the
“collective unconsciousness” of the Japanese is governed by
a strong attraction toward death. His theory somehow ex-
plains even the peculiar five- and seven-beat rhythm that
characterizes Japanese poetry. “If Freud was correct,” his
thesis concludes, “and the death wish is a basic desire in all
human culture, then it can be admitted that one culture in
particular may represent that desire.”2® Another professor
claims, to the contrary, that the outstanding feature of Japa-
nese culture is the love of the Japanese people for all phe-
nomena. The Japanese, he says, are unwilling to believe in a
reality separate from this world; they understand the abstract
in terms of the world’s concrete features—its mountains,
rivers, trees, and insects.26

It is true that the millions of people living on the isles of
Japan are a single nation, and a nation, so they say, has its own
particular culture. Every student of that culture who explains
it one way or another is probably correct from his point of
view. Contradictory ideas may be found within a single
person; how much more so, then, in an entire nation? Poems
written before death no doubt reflect the attitudes of the
dying, and what hundreds and thousands of Japanese say
before death must certainly partake of the “Japanese spirit.”
Let us not fbrget, however, that when someone dies, it is
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not a nation but an individual that is dying. A person can
bequeath his property and even his opinions to his survivors
but he buries his own name with him. And what stands behinc,l
that name, which belongs to the man alone, will never be
understood by another. This is perhaps what a certain little-
known poet named Tomoda Kimpei meant when he com-

posed his death poem:

In life I never was Aru toki wa

among the well-known flowers hana no kazu ni wa
and yet, in withering
I am most certainly
Tomoda Kimpei.

taranu domo
chiru ni wa morenu
Tomoda Kimpei2?

NOTE ON THE POEMS

’1jhc names heading the poems in Part Two are generally the monas-
tic names of the Zen monks; such a name is received when a monk
enters an order. In Japan, well-known monks especially are known by
their monastic names rather than their real ones. Written sources
howex.fer, may not always be consistent in listing a given person’
sometimes using the real name, monastic name, pen name and/o;
posthumous name. Where a single name appears in Part Th,ree it is
the h'aiku poet’s pen name, which is usually the name by whicil the
poet is most well known. Occasionally, in cases in which a poet is a
ﬁgure .known in history and references by his real name, this name is
given in the commentary. Where more than one name appears in the
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heading, these names are in most cases the poet’s real name; ap-
parently, these individuals did not use a pen name.

The poems in Parts Two and Three have been arranged in al-
phabetical order by the name of the poet for easy reference. Terms and
concepts in the poems that require explanation are generally treated
most fully the first time they appear. A full listing of such words is
found in the Index of Poetic Terms (p. 349).

The traditional Japanese calendar, taken from the Chinese, is
fundamentally a lunar one. The months have twenty-nine or thirty
days, the first day of the month falling on the day of the new moon.
A year consists of twelve months, 354 or 355 days; in order to adjust
the calendar to the revolution of the earth around the sun, seven in-
tercalary months are added in the course of nineteen-year cycles.
The new year starts on the first new moon after the sun enters Aquar-
ius, that is, between January 21 and February 19 (February 20 in the
Orient).

In 1873 the Japanese adopted the Gregorian calendar used by the
nations of the West. The months of death given in this book (when
known) refer to those of the traditional calendar for poets who died
before this change. For those who died in or after 1873, the date is
given in terms of the Gregorian calendar, except when original
sources give the date in terms of the old system.

In Japanese poetry, especially haiku, the use of images from nature
and seasonal terms is very important. In death poems in particular,
an image from the season in which the poet died is often included 