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Translator’s foreword


The travel journal The Narrow Road of Oku (Oku no hosomichi) consists of a series of impressionistic sketches, interspersed with brief poems, that describes Basho’s five-month journey around the remote northern part of Japan’s main island (Honshu), which he made with his disciple Sora in 1689. Its apparent simplicity conceals great artfulness, as evidenced by the fact that after his return Basho spent the next four years or more continuing to refine the text, which was only published after his death in 1694 at the age of fifty.

    The style that Basho was distilling as he worked on The Narrow Road of Oku is known as haibun. Basho was a haikai poet — the word haiku, which we now use to designate the seventeen-syllable poems he wrote, was only coined in the late nineteenth century — and the term haibun refers to the combination of haikai poetry and prose that we find in this work. Presenting a poem together with a brief prose passage to give it context had been common for many centuries before Basho began to evolve his haibun style, but he developed it into a unique art form. We tend to read Basho’s haibun as prose interspersed with poems that serve to illustrate the narrative, but for Basho and his predecessors, the poems themselves were the natural core of the writing.

Basho started experimenting with this form years before he came to compose Oku no hosomichi, writing short, quirky prose passages that presented a situation (someone cooks him a dish of water parsley; a friend visits on a snowy night; he makes himself a clumsy rain hat), that culminate in one or sometimes two haikai poems. In the four travel journals he wrote before The Narrow Road of Oku, he began combining small pieces into a loosely continuous work that presented highlights of the journey, haikai style, in little intense glimpses with a poem or two that crystallized the moment’s experience. The evolution of his haibun had begun, though he didn’t use the term until he was working on The Narrow Road of Oku; by then, he was at last beginning to understand the form’s full potential.

It’s easy to see the evidence of this evolution in The Narrow Road of Oku. Although sometimes translated into continuous prose, it is essentially a collection of separate episodes of varying length, almost all culminating with a poem or two. Each one is its own little world, and no two are alike. The only sense of continuity comes from the progress of the journey: each episode can and should be savored on its own rather than simply read as part of a continuous narrative. The text asks the reader to slow down, to pause and focus, just as a haiku does. Its constant shifts of style, tone, and mood, and the contrast between dark and light, playfulness and solemnity, mundane and spiritual, keep surprising the reader from one section to the next.

    The publication in 1943 of the recently discovered diary of Basho’s traveling companion Sora revealed just how much Basho had adjusted the facts when he compiled The Narrow Road of Oku. Dates, places, weather, the order and details of events, and above all the poems composed on their journey — so much had been altered or invented that many people were shocked. Scholars were prompted to look more closely at what lay behind this artifice, for example, the echoes of the complex rules of linked verse (renku), the communal poetic composition that Basho and his followers practiced. (The poems included in The Narrow Road of Oku are actually hokku, the initial seventeen-syllable verse that launches a session of linked verse composition.) Simple though it seems, this brief travel journal consists of layer upon layer of delicate craft.

Apart from the difficult question of how best to translate the hokku, which so easily disintegrate into either flat banality or heavy-handed wordiness in English, there is also the challenge of Basho’s finely wrought haibun prose. Sometimes Basho’s prose flows along with apparent artlessness, subtly buoyed by a modified form of Japanese poetry’s five- and seven-syllable rhythms. At other times, the sentences are rich and heavy with Chinese-derived words and syntactic structures. Startlingly fresh vernacular language might shift unexpectedly into the elegant, elevated diction of classical poetry. Sentence structures can almost collapse under the stress of intense concision and elision, with feeling and language seemingly welded together: ambiguity, suggestion, sudden flashes of startling and bewildering imagery or language, and the constant flickering shadows of other works and other writers reaching back centuries through Japanese and Chinese literature.

English has so few resources to successfully convey all this. Attempting to load the translation with anything like the complexities outlined above (and there are many others as well), even if it were possible, would be disastrous for the delicate, almost dancing flow of the spacious haibun surface.

Take, for example, the first two characters of the opening sentence, 月日, literally, “moon” and “sun.” The same characters also mean “month” and “day,” which is how some people choose to translate them in this context (“the months and days”). Taken together, on the other hand, the two make a single word meaning the passage of time, or Time itself, which is the translation that some others choose. All three meanings are simultaneously present as we read the Japanese sentence, and the choice of one way to translate them necessarily excludes the others. At first (I have tried translating The Narrow Road of Oku in whole or part three times now) I favored “the sun and moon,” aware of the recurring importance of the moon and sun in the text. Then I decided that these images were really secondary to the primary meaning here, and chose “the months and days.” In the present translation I have tried reversing the order to make it sound more natural, as it does in Japanese. If I come back for yet another attempt perhaps I’ll use “Time,” since time is in many ways an underlying theme of the whole work.

    Another example, and one that might puzzle readers of previous translations, is how to translate the title itself. There are almost as many English titles for this work as there are English translations. Besides the iconic title given to the first translation (Nobuyuki Yuasa’s 1966 The Narrow Road to the Deep North) there is, for instance, The Narrow Road to the Provinces, The Narrow Road to the Interior, The Narrow Road to Oku, not to mention the poet Cid Corman’s more inventive Back Roads to Far Towns, and others besides. The problem, of course, is the word oku. In everyday language this word means “depths,” “interior,” “inner part.” It also means “hinterland” or “remote area” and, crucially, it was often used as the name of what was then Japan’s remote hinterland, now known as Tohoku, the area that Basho and Sora traveled through.

    Many have chosen to interpret oku as a reference to the spiritual nature of this journey, perhaps because Basho traveled in the guise of a Buddhist monk (he wasn’t one) and was known to have studied Zen. But, in fact, there is little evidence that Basho saw his journey in primarily spiritual terms. He referred to it as a haikai journey, undertaken in the haikai spirit that infused his poetry and also, more pragmatically, a journey to meet and strengthen his bonds with far-flung disciples by holding haikai linked-verse gatherings, for which he composed versions of the hokku that form the core of The Narrow Road of Oku. For all its suggestive overtones, the primary meaning of the oku of the title is surely the place name, which is how I have translated it. In fact, the full name “The Narrow Road of Oku” refers to a small stretch of road leading to Matsushima (one of Basho’s stated goals for the journey was to view the moon at this famous place, as the poetic tradition in Japan has prescribed). This road is a designated “poetic place” in haikai literature, so it is particularly fitting as the title of this intensely haikai travel journal.

If we look for Basho the man in the self-portrait offered in The Narrow Road of Oku, we find ourselves on the same unstable ground as the ever-shifting sands of the work itself. Cheerful, wracked with melancholy and yearning, relaxed and convivial, solitary and intense, moved by the people he meets, aloof and introspective, despairing or full of playful humor, Basho is every kind of weather. Sometimes he is simply a man, plodding along, easing the painful weight of the backpack on his bony shoulders, sweating his way over mountains and getting lost. At other times he seems almost to be the archetypal traveler, one following in the ancient tradition, such as China’s great poet Du Fu or Japan’s famous wandering poet-priest Saigyo, men of the past whom he deeply admired and identified with, a projection of a purely poetic self. The figure of Basho is essentially a part of the work itself, a series of fleeting glimpses of facets of an ungraspable whole. It is very far from the stable and central “I” of a conventional first-person travel journal.

Of course it is perfectly possible to read and enjoy The Narrow Road of Oku simply as a straightforward, episodic travel diary of a seventeenth-century Japanese poet and his companion that records their journey through remote northern Japan. Yet if we pause to savor as we read, different facets of this shimmering, multi-faceted work will catch us by surprise with every reading.





    THE NARROW ROAD OF OKU




[image: Map: This route map depicts a historical travel itinerary through Japan, starting in Edo and ending in Ogaki. The journey proceeds north through Nikko and Shirakawa to the eastern coast at Matsushima and Hiraizumi, before crossing west to Sakata and Kisakata near the sacred mountains of Haguro, Gassan, and Yudono. The return path heads southwest along the Sea of Japan coast, passing through Kanazawa, Eiheiji, and Tsuruga before concluding inland at Ogaki.]





    The Narrow Road of Ok

    



The days and months are time’s eternal travelers, and travelers too are the years that come and go. Those who float their lives away on boats, or greet old age walking before a horse, spend their days in travel and travel is their home. Many men of old died on the road, and for years now I too have felt the lure of drifting wind-torn clouds. Driven by the urge to wander, I roamed along the seacoast; then in the autumn of last year I cleared the cobwebs from my ramshackle hut by the river, and as the year drew to its end, a yearning grew in me to cross the northern Barrier of Shirakawa as the spring mists lifted. Possessed and restless, the wayside gods beckoning me on, I patched my tattered leggings, replaced the cord of my traveler’s hat, and burned moxa to give my legs new strength, while Matsushima’s famous moon1 hung in my heart. Then, leaving my home in the care of a young family, I moved nearby to Sanpu’s house to prepare for the journey.2

On the pillar of my hut I hung the first sheet of a hundred-link set.


Time for my hermit’s hut

to change too —

now a home for dolls3



It was now toward the third month’s end, the early dawn sky hazy, the moon grown pale, Mount Fuji a vague shape in the distance. When will I see again the famous blossoms of Ueno and Yanaka? I thought wistfully.4 Friends had gathered the evening before and now came on board to see us on our way. When we left the boat again at Senju, thoughts of the countless miles ahead overwhelmed me. Each moment is a parting of ways in this phantom world of ours, yet I wept salt tears now to say goodbye.


Spring passes —

birds cry, fishes’

eyes swim with tears



This was the first poem I recorded for the journey, my spirits still reluctant to set out. People lined the road as we went, surely watching until our departing figures disappeared.


So it happened that, around 1689, I impulsively decided on this journey north into Oku. Though the hardships of the long road would surely whiten my hair, I pinned my frail hopes on the thought of returning alive, full of all I had heard of but never yet seen—and so at last we arrived at the town of Soka.

That first day, my greatest trial was the weight of the backpack on my bony shoulders. I had planned to travel light and carry little, but I found that I needed to bring an extra paper robe against the night cold, a light cotton robe, rain protection and writing implements, not to mention the farewell gifts that I could not bring myself to leave behind, and all these added to my troublesome burden.


We paused to worship at the shrine of Muro no Yashima.

My companion Sora explained that the deity of this shrine is the goddess Konohanasakuyahime, the same deity as that of Mount Fuji. The story goes that when she was ready to give birth she sealed herself in a cave here, vowing that the child would be born in flames to prove his divine origin, and in this way the fire god Hohodeminomikoto was born. This is why this place has the name Muro no Yashima, or Cauldron Cavern. It is also why it is customary to mention smoke when composing poems about it, and why it is forbidden to eat the fish known as konoshiro here, since it smells like scorched human flesh. Such are the legends that have come down to us.


On the thirtieth we stayed the night at the foot of Mount Nikko.

The innkeeper here told us that his name was Buddha Gozaemon. “Honesty is my policy in all things,” he explained, “which is why people gave me this name. You can relax and feel perfectly safe to spend the night here.”

What manner of buddha was this, to manifest in our wicked world and aid poor pilgrim monks such as ourselves? I wondered. I watched him curiously, and found him to be indeed a simple, guileless fellow, unwaveringly honest. This was a man such as Confucius spoke of, “near to virtue in his unaffected integrity,” someone to be revered for his innate purity of heart.


On the first day of the fourth month, we worshipped at the holy mountain of Nikko.

In the old days, this name was written with different characters, but when Saint Kukai5 founded the temple here he changed the characters to those meaning “light of the sun.” He must have had the power to see a thousand years into the future, for today the light of this holy place illuminates the heavens, its blessings radiate far and wide, and all live in peace.

Overcome with reverence, I lay down my brush.


Such holiness —

green leaves new leaves

in the sunlight




Spring mists cloaked Mount Kurokami, “Black Hair Mountain,” which was still white with snow. Sora composed:


Black hair shaved

at Mount Kurokami6

I change to summer robes



Sora’s family name is Kawai and his given name is Sogoro. His hut is next to mine under the leaves of the basho tree,7 and he helps me with the firewood and water. Delighted to be coming with me to see the famous scenes of Matsushima and Kisakata and to help ease the journey’s hardships, early on the day of our departure he shaved his head and changed to monk’s robes, taking the Buddhist name Sogo8 from his old name. This is what lies behind his poem. The line “I change to summer robes” is very strong.9

The waterfall is a mile or more up the mountain. It plunges down from above a cavern a hundred feet and more into the rocky depths of an emerald pool. You view it from behind, secluded in the cavern, and this gives it the punning name10 Urami Falls, which means “to look from behind.”


Withdrawn for a time

behind the waterfall —

first summer retreat11




From here we set off to cross the plain by the most direct route to Nasuno Kurobane, where an acquaintance lived. We fixed our sights on a distant village, but rain and darkness overtook us, so we sought shelter for the night in a farmer’s house and the next morning walked on again over the plain.

There we came upon a grazing horse, and asked the farmer who was mowing nearby for directions. He was not lacking in feeling, peasant though he was. “What to do?” he mused. “This plain is crisscrossed with paths, I’m afraid, and innocent travelers like yourselves could easily lose their way. Here, take my horse, and when it stops just send it back.”

As we set off, two children came running after the horse. One was a little girl with the elegant and unusual name of Kasane.12 Sora composed:


Kasane, your name

evokes the layered petals

of the double pink




Before long we reached a village, where we tied some money to the saddle and sent the horse back.

At Kurobane we called on Joboji, the local steward, who was delighted at our unexpected visit, and we sat talking together day in day out. His younger brother Tosui also dropped in morning and evening, and took us to his home; other relatives also invited us over, and so the days passed.

One day we took a walk out to the edge of Kurobane to view the remains of the old Dog Shoot grounds,13 then made our way on through the low bamboo grass to visit the grave of Lady Tamamo.14 From there we worshipped at Hachiman Shrine, where, with deep emotion, I learned that long ago the warrior Nasuno Yoichi famously prayed at this very shrine.15 Then, as night was falling, we returned to Tosui’s house.

Another day, we were taken to a temple called Komyoji, which belongs to the mountain ascetic Shugen sect, and prayed in the hall dedicated to the founder, En no Gyoja, where his image sits wearing his magical high geta.16


Among summer mountains

I pray to the sacred geta —

off on a journey




Behind Unganji Temple is the site of my old Zen master Butcho’s retreat.17 He told me once that he had taken charcoal from the fire and jotted this poem on a rock there:


Barely five foot square

this brushwood hut

still I am loath

to have so much as this

were it not for the rain



Eager to see Unganji, I set off, staff in hand. Others chose to come along too and they urged more to join them, the young folk in the party were full of boisterous high spirits, and in no time we reached the path up to the temple.

The mountain has a profound feeling, the valley path stretching off into the distance through dark pine and cedar forests swathed in dripping moss, chill even on this early summer day. Passing the Ten Famous Sights along the way, we crossed a bridge and entered the temple gate.

I scrambled up the slope behind the temple in search of my master’s old hut, and there it was, perched on a rock backed against a cave. It was as though I saw before me the sign saying “Boundary of Death” that hung before Zen master Miao’s cave, or the famous meditation cavern of Fa Yun.18


Even the woodpecker

leaves untouched

this hut among summer trees19




This was the impromptu haiku I left on the pillar of his hut.


From Kurobane we traveled to the Killing Stone, sent on our way on horseback by the steward. The fellow who led my horse begged me to write a poem for him. Touched by this elegant request, I wrote:


Turn the horse aside

over the plain —

a cuckoo calling



The Killing Stone is in the shadow of a mountain where a hot spring rises. Even today, its poisonous vapors are still potent enough to cover the sand around it with heaps of dead wasps and butterflies.

Saigyo’s “pure stream” and its willow20 are in Ashino Village on a path between rice fields. The local district officer, a man named Koho, often said that he longed to show me this willow, and I used to wonder just where it was. Now I too was pausing to stand in its very shade.


A whole field planted

while I pause a while —

the willow where he stood




Day followed uneasy day as we pushed on, until at length we came to the Shirakawa Barrier and our hearts finally settled to the journey.

I could see why the poet of old had yearned for some way “to send word back to the far capital” from here.21 This is one of the three barrier gates of poetic fame, loved by men of sensibility through the ages. The lush summer trees moved me the more deeply with Noin’s autumn wind echoing in my ears and Yorimasa’s crimson leaves hovering behind my eyes.22 The frothy white deutzia and bramble blossoms flowering everywhere seemed lovelier than winter’s pure white snow.

It was Kiyosuke23 who wrote of how travelers of old would respectfully straighten their hats and don formal wear before arriving here. Sora composed:


Deutzia blossoms in my cap

as formal wear

to cross the Barrier




We went on our way, and in due course crossed the Abukuma River. To our left towered Aizu Peak, on our right lay Iwaki, Soma, and Miharu, while beyond rose a mountain range that formed the boundary with the lands of Hitachi and Shimotsuke. Then onward to Kagenuma or Mirror Marsh, though the day was cloudy and we saw no reflections there.

At the post town of Sukagawa we called on a man named Tokyu, who invited us to stay for four or five days. His first question was about the poems we had composed at the Shirakawa Barrier in honor of the old custom.

“Wearied body and soul by the long journey’s hardships, bewitched by the landscape and tormented with longing for the past, I could not muster my thoughts for an appropriate poem.


The poet’s journey

starts here —

northern planting songs




It just didn’t feel right to pass the famous site without coming up with something,” I finished, whereupon Tokyu added a link, another followed, and soon we had strung together three sets of linked verse.


Nearby stood a great chestnut tree, in whose shade lived a recluse monk. In just such a tranquil place the poet Saigyo must have gathered his chestnuts too,24 it seemed to me, and I wrote a poem with a preface as follows:

The character for “chestnut” combines those for “tree” and “west,” connecting this tree to Amida’s Western Paradise. They say this is the reason why Saint Gyogi always used its wood for both his walking staff and the pillars of his dwellings.


Unnoticed by the world

chestnut blossoms

by the hermit’s eaves



Some twelve miles past Tokyu’s home we walked through the town of Hihada. Beyond it, not far from the road, is Mount Asaka. The area abounds in marshes, and since it was almost the season when the local katsumi reeds are harvested,25 we asked people which plant it was, but nobody knew. We wandered from marsh to marsh, from person to person, muttering “katsumi, katsumi,” until the sun sank towards the western ridge. Turning right at Nihonmatsu’s famous double pines, we paused to look at Kurozuka Cave before spending the night in Fukushima.

The next morning we visited the Shinobu Rubbing Stone,26 before going on to Shinobu village, a little hamlet tucked in beneath a far mountain. The big stone is half buried. Some village children came along and told us the story. Apparently it had once stood on the hilltop, but so many came and went to try rubbing it that the barley fields were trampled, so the people pushed the stone into the valley, where it now lies face down. Who knows, this story might be true.


Hands moving to and fro

planting new seedlings, recalling

hands of long ago




Crossing the river at Tsukinowa Ford, we stayed the night in a town called Senoue.

The site of Superintendent Sato’s former mansion lies about four miles off to the left of the town, in the lee of a mountain.27 We were told it was in a place called Sabano in Iizuka Village, so we set off to find it, asking the way as we went, and finally arrived at a hill by the name of Maruyama, where his residence had once stood. A local pointed it out to us, showing us the site of the front gate at the foot of the hill, and as I listened my tears flowed. The Sato family’s gravestones are at an old temple nearby, and I was particularly moved by the graves of the two wives of the brothers who died in battle, two women who were renowned for their courage. The famous Grave of Tears28 might have been there before my eyes.

Entering the temple, we asked for tea. Here, preserved as temple treasures, are the sword of the great warrior Yoshitsune and the satchel of his staunch follower Benkei.29


Satchel and sword

displayed for Boys’ Day —

carp streamers flying



This was on the first day of the fifth month.30


We stayed that night at Iizuka.

After bathing in the hot spring, we found lodgings in a wretched hovel, where rough straw matting was spread over the bare earth floor. There was no lamp, so we settled down to sleep by the light of the hearth fire. The night was loud with thunder and heavy rain, the roof above me leaked, and a plague of fleas and mosquitoes kept me from sleep. My old illness flared up again, and I lay there feeling that I could die.

The brief summer night finally grew light, and we went on our way again. The night’s miseries still dogged me and I was reluctant to face the road, so we hired a horse to take us as far as the post station of Kori. Stricken with illness and with so far still to travel, anxieties filled me, but I mustered my strength with thoughts of arduous pilgrimage to far places, life’s impermanence and the spirit of renunciation, and the knowledge that death on the wayside was fate’s to determine, and with this a little strength returned and I strode robustly on through the great barrier gate and into the town of Date.


Passing Abumizuri and Shiroishi Castle, we entered the district of Kasajima, and asked the whereabouts of the gravemound of Captain Sanekata.

“Those villages far off to the right under the mountain are Minowa and Kasajima,” we were told. “The wayside shrine where he fell is still there, and the autumn grasses of Saigyo’s poem still grow there in his memory.”31

The road was terrible after the recent monsoonal downpour, and I was exhausted, so we simply viewed the place from afar as we passed by.

Thinking of the rains and the village names Minowa and Kasajima, which include the words for both raincoat and rain hat, I composed:


Where’s Kasajima’s shelter?

Boggy roads

in the month of rains



We stayed that night in Iwanuma.


The Pine of Takekuma truly astonishes. It divides at ground level into two trees, just as it was described long ago in the old poems. The poet who most sprang to mind here was the priest Noin, who said in his poem, “now the old pine / has vanished.”32 This must have been because long ago, the governor of Mutsu had passed this way and had the tree felled to make the pilings for the Natori Bridge. Down the ages this tree has been cut and replanted again and again, it seems. Yet now it stood before us in all its magnificence, just as it had a thousand years ago.

Kyohaku had given me a parting gift for the journey in the form of this poem:


Oh late-flowering cherry

show him when he comes

the Pine of Musashino




I responded:


Later than the cherry

the twofold pine

waited three months for me



We crossed the Natori River and entered Sendai, on the day when roofs are traditionally decked with iris leaves.33 Here we looked for lodgings, and stayed four or five days.

An artist by the name of Kaemon lives here, and, hearing that he was a man of some sensibility, I made his acquaintance. He had spent years searching out the locations of obscure local places referenced in poetry, he said, and he offered to guide us around for the day.

Miyagino’s bush clover did indeed grow there in profusion, and I could well imagine the sight of its famous autumn flowering. We visited Tamada and Yokono, and Tsutsuji-ga-oka where the pieris trees were in bloom. Entering a deeply shaded pine grove, we learned that this was the place referred to in the old poem as Kinoshita, or Undertree. The dew would have lain heavy here, then as now, prompting the poem’s lines: “tell your lord / to don his rain hat here.”34 The day ended with prayers at the Yakushi Hall and Tenjin Shrine.

Kaemon also sketched for us a map depicting the famous places around Matsushima and Shiogama, and as a gift for the journey he presented us each with a pair of straw sandals with special blue-dyed thongs — the final proof of his elegant taste.


For thongs

to bind our sandals —

the blue iris




Off we went, guided by his map, along the road known as the Narrow Road of Oku.35 Up against the mountains we came upon some of the sedge used to make the famous fine-weave matting that they say is still made every year and presented to the local lord.


The great stone monument known as Tsubo no Ishibumi is in Taga Castle, in the village of Ichikawa. It is over six feet tall and perhaps three feet wide. If you scrape back the moss, the inscription is still faintly visible. It gives the distance to the borders in four directions, followed by the words: “This castle was built in the first year of Jinki (724) by the Azechi Lord Ono, Chief Overseer and Commander of the Subduing Forces. In the sixth year of Tenpyo-hoji (762), it was restored by the Emi Lord Asakari, Commander and Governor of the Eastern Sea and Mountain Regions. Dated this first day of the twelfth month.” This places it in the long-ago reign of Emperor Shomu.36

Many places are known to us from ancient poems, but mountains crumble, rivers change their course, roads are altered, stones are buried in the earth, and trees grow old and are replaced by young ones. Time passes and the world changes, obscuring any trace of what once was. Yet here before me stood the manifest record of a thousand years ago, where I could see into the hearts of the ancients. Here was my reward for this long pilgrimage, and in the joy of living to this moment I forgot all the journey’s weariness, and wept.


We went on from there to visit Noda no Tamagawa and Oki no Ishi, both famous in poetry. A temple has been built at Sue no Matsuyama, which echoes its name, with gravestones everywhere between the nearby pine trees. I recalled that old expression for couples who swear eternal love—“protective wings around each other, branches intertwined.” Even such lovers must come at last to this, I thought, and sorrow filled me as Shiogama’s temple bell tolled the end of day.

The heavy monsoon skies lifted a little, the moon glowed softly in the evening sky, and nearby we saw Magaki Island. A fleet of little fishing boats came rowing into harbor, and we heard voices dividing up the catch. “Sad the hands at the mooring ropes,” laments the old song,37 and my heart too was touched.

That night at our lodgings, a blind biwa player was performing local ballads in the north country style. His shrill, uncouth singing, raucously close to where we lay, was a far cry from the classic military tale style of song and dance, yet it was impressive to hear the old tradition still preserved in this remote place.

Early the next morning we prayed at Shiogama’s shrine. Recently rebuilt by the local governor, it had splendid great pillars and glowing red rafters, and a fine flight of stone steps. The morning sun lit up the bright vermillion of the surrounding sacred fence. It awed me to think of our ancient tradition, where the miraculous power of the gods is manifest even in such a distant place.

An old lantern stood before the shrine, on its iron door the words “Donated by Izumi no Saburo in the third year of Bunji (1187),” and I was overwhelmed to find the image of a man from five centuries ago suddenly before my eyes. This was a brave and honorable warrior38 whose fame lives on today, and he is still revered by all. How truly it is said, “Act with virtuous dedication and fame will follow.”


At close to noon, we borrowed a boat and set out to see famous Matsushima. About five miles away, we arrived on the shore of the little island of Ojima.

Now it has long been said but is nonetheless true that the scene of the islands of Matsushima is the finest in Japan, rivaling the famous Chinese landscapes of Dongting Lake and West Lake. The sea’s entrance lies in the southeast, opening into a sheltered bay about seven miles wide, whose brimming waters call to mind China’s great Zhejiang River. There are countless little islands, some that point heavenward, others that crouch low upon the waves. Layer upon layer of island, now doubled, now trebled, here separate and there linked together; islands that seem to bear another on their back, others embracing, as a loving parent would enfold a child; the pines a rich dark green, their branches twisted by the playful sea breeze as by some craftsman’s hand. The scene is deeply enchanting, as captivating as a beauty’s painted face. Perhaps it is the work of the mountain gods of old. What artist or poet’s brush could ever do justice to this marvel of divine creation?

We landed at Ojima, which reaches out from the mainland to form an island jutting seawards. The remains of Zen Master Ungo’s39 hut and the rock on which he meditated are to be found there. A few hermits were living quietly in little brushwood huts beneath the shady pines, smoke rising from their fires of dry pine needles and cones, and though there was no telling what manner of people they might be, I felt drawn to approach them, when suddenly the moon spread its light over the sea, transforming the daylight scene.

Returning to the shore we sought out lodgings. There on the upper floor, with the windows open, we seemed to sleep among the wind and clouds, a strange and marvelous sensation.

Sora composed:


Ah, Matsushima!

Cuckoo you must borrow

the crane’s elegance here



As for myself, awe sealed my lips. I tried to sleep, but could not. When I left my old home on this journey, Sodo had composed a Chinese poem on the topic of Matsushima as a parting gift, and Hara Anteki presented me with a Japanese poem on the same subject. Now I undid my traveler’s sack to make them my companions for this evening, along with hokku given to me by Sanpu and Jokushi.

On the eleventh we paid our respects at Zuiganji Temple. Thirty-two generations ago, Makabe no Heishiro founded this temple upon returning from China where he took Buddhist vows, having gone there to deepen his practice. Its seven buildings have since been splendidly rebuilt thanks to the virtuous influence of Zen Master Ungo. The walls of gold leaf and the inner sanctum’s ornaments all glitter brilliantly, making it seem that Buddha’s paradise is embodied here in this grand hall. Where now is the temple of the long-ago hermit Kenbutsu? I wondered.


On the twelfth we set our sights on Hiraizumi, hoping to visit the famous Pine of Aneha and Odae Bridge, but the path was so untraveled and the maze of hunters’ and woodcutters’ tracks were so confusing that we lost our way, and at length emerged at a port called Ishinomaki. Far out over the sea we saw Mount Kinka, the Mountain of Golden Flowers to which the ancient poem alludes; hundreds of boats thronged the bay, and smoke rose from the chimneys of the town’s crowded jumble of houses. Amazed to have arrived in such a place, we looked for lodgings, but no one would give us a room. Eventually we spent the night in a poverty-stricken hovel, and at daybreak we set off to wander on again over unknown roads.

Making our way along an endless embankment, we glimpsed in passing the famous sites of Sode Crossing, Obuchi Field, the Reed Beds of Mano, and so on. Then, after following the long shoreline of a desolate marsh, we stayed that night in a place called Toima before finally arriving at Hiraizumi.40 The distance traveled from Matsushima was over fifty miles, I think.


Three glorious generations once ruled here, a mere passing dream. About two miles this side of the town, the ruins of the great gate can still be seen. Where Hidehira’s41 mansion once stood is now fields and rice paddies. Kinkeizan, the miniature Mount Fuji that he built in the garden, is all that remains.

First we climbed the hill where Yoshitsune’s42 fortress had once stood, and looked down on the great Kitakami River flowing south from Nambu. Koromo River curves around Izumi Castle to join this larger river at the foot of the hill. The castle of Hidehira’s son Yasuhira was beyond the Koromo Barrier Gate, apparently put there to guard the border with Nambu against the incursions of the Ezo. Yoshitsune and his chosen band of men long ago made their last stand there; now those glorious deeds are no more than grassy mounds.

“Nations collapse, the hills and streams remain. / In spring the grass grows green where castles stood.”43 I laid down my traveler’s hat and rested there, my tears falling while time passed.


Rank summer grasses —

all that remains

of a dream of warriors




Sora composed:


Kanefusa44

glimpsed in the deutzia blossom —

that wild white hair



I had long been impressed by stories of the two nearby temple halls, and now we found them open. The Sutra Hall holds effigies of the three great rulers, while the Hall of Light contains their coffins together with three Buddhist images. The Seven Treasures were scattered and gone, the jewel-studded doors battered by gales and the golden pillars long since weathered by frost and snow. These halls would have been ruins, reduced to grass-covered mounds. Instead, new walls now encircle the buildings, and fresh roof tiles keep out the wind and rain. For a while yet they stand in memory of those centuries past.


Hall of Light —

left untouched

by the long rains



We gazed from afar at the long road north into Nambu, and stayed that night in the village of Iwade. From there we went on through Ogurozaki and Mizu no Ojima. Then from the hot springs of Narugo we set off for the Shitomae Barrier, to cross into the land of Dewa. Few travelers come this way, so we were questioned for some time by the border guards before we could finally pass.

Darkness was drawing in by the time we had climbed to the top of a large mountain. Spying a guard’s house, we begged shelter for the night, and for three days of wild wind and rain we found ourselves marooned in those desolate mountains.


Fleas, lice

and a horse pissing

right by my pillow



The master of the house told us that the road into Dewa over the high mountains was risky and that we should have a guide, so we took his advice and sought one out. This strapping young fellow walked ahead of us, a curved short-sword at his side and a stout oak staff in his hand, while I followed anxiously, convinced that this would be the day when we would meet with trouble.

As our host had predicted, we found ourselves deep in the forest among high mountains, the hush unbroken by a single bird call, the darkness thick as night around us as we made our way beneath the trees. It somehow had the feeling of the line “harsh gritty winds from cloudy realms.”45 On we pushed through the endless bamboo grass, fording streams and stumbling over rocks, until, skin chilled with streaming sweat, we at last emerged into the district of Mogami.

“There’s always trouble along this road. Thank heavens I’ve brought you through unscathed!” our guide said cheerfully as we parted. Even to hear these words belatedly set my heart pounding with fear.


At Obanazawa we stopped to see a man named Seifu. Wealthy though he is, he has some sensibility. He goes up to the capital from time to time so he understands the hardships of travel, and he put us up for a number of days, lavishing all manner of kindness on us to soothe the weariness of the long journey.


I make the cool

my lodging

lounging at ease

*

Little toad

croaking under the silkworms’ floor

come on out!

*

Rouge safflower

looking like

a lady’s eyebrow brush

*




Sora composed:


Silkworm breeders

dressed country style

as of old



In the land of Yamagata there is a mountain temple by the name of Ryushakuji, a beautiful, serene place founded by the high prelate Jikaku. People assured us that it deserved to be seen, so we went back about seventeen miles from Obanazawa to visit it.

We arrived when it was still daylight. After finding pilgrims’ lodgings at the foot of the hill, we climbed up to the temple. It was perched high on a mountain of boulders, set among ancient pines and cypresses that grew from yet more ancient earth and rocks velvety with moss. High up on the boulders, the temple doors were all closed, and the place was utterly silent. We circled it, clambering over the boulders, and prayed at the Buddha Hall. The whole splendid scene awed me with its hushed sanctity.


Stillness —

the cicada’s voice

pierces deep into rock




Hoping to travel by boat down the Mogami River, we stayed at a place called Oishida and waited for the weather to clear. Here, we learned, the haikai tradition long ago took root, and that early flowering is still treasured unforgotten, softening the rough edges of more rustic pleasures. “We grope our way,” they told me, “stumbling between the old style and the new with no one to guide us.” Hearing this, I felt compelled to compose a haikai set with them before we left. Such is the fruit of my poetic wanderings into the far reaches of Oku.

The Mogami River emerges from deep in the north, flowing out of Yamagata. Its course includes some terrifying hazards, such as the rocky stretches at Goten and the Hayabusa Rapids. The river flows around the north of Mount Itajiki, finally entering the sea at Sakata. Towering mountains loom on either side, and the boat threads its way down through thick forest. The “rice boats” of the old songs were surely just such boats as these, carrying upland rice down to the port.

The white threads of Shiraito Falls pour down among green summer leaves; on the river’s edge stands little Sennin Shrine. The boat is perilous on the brimming water.


Gathering up

summer’s rains it rushes —

Mogami River




On the third day of the sixth month we climbed sacred Mount Haguro.46

We first called on a man called Zushi Sakichi who introduced us to Egaku, the mountain sect’s Acting Abbot, and stayed in the temple’s Minamidani lodgings, where the master took wonderful care of us.

A haikai gathering was held at the Abbot’s quarters on the fourth.


Deep thanks

for this pure waft of snow

at Minamidani



On the fifth we prayed at the holy Gongen shrine on Haguro’s summit.

I don’t know when the founder of this mountain temple, Saint Nojo, may have lived, but the early Engishiki47 mentions a shrine called Satoyama in this area, and perhaps this “sato” is a mistranscription of a similar character in the name Haguro. Dewa, the area’s name, is written with characters meaning “feathers come from it,” and the ancient records apparently state that this originates in the feathers once sent by this region as tribute taxes.

Haguro and the nearby mountains of Gassan and Yudono are together known as the Three Sacred Mountains. Haguro’s temple is affiliated with the Edo Toeizan sect; here the moon of the Tendai meditation teachings shines bright, and the lamp of instant and complete enlightenment burns unwavering. The mountain is crowded with monastic buildings, the monks are fervent in their ascetic practice, and all worship with wonder and awe the divine power of this sacred place. The glory of this marvelous mountain will surely last through all eternity.

On the eighth day we climbed Gassan, or Moon Mountain. Decked in the mountain pilgrim’s sacred white paper garlands, heads wrapped in white cloth, we climbed with our guide, a rugged mountain porter, for twenty miles through mountain cloud and mist, treading over snow and ice, until it seemed we were entering the very cloud gates to the circling sun and moon. When, frozen and gasping, we arrived at the summit, the sun was setting as the bright moon rose. Spreading rough bamboo grass for bedding and pillows, we lay and waited for the morning light.

The sun rose, the clouds vanished, and we made our way down to Yudono.

In the valley as you descend is an old swordsmith’s hut. This swordsmith sought out the sacred mountain water to purify himself and forge his fine swords, which he inscribed with the name “Gassan,” swords that have been renowned throughout the land. He harks back to those famous Chinese swordsmiths of old, Gan Jiang and Mo Ye, who forged their swords in the waters of the Dragon Springs. Such achievement brings home to us the power of deep dedication to a calling.

As I sat resting on a rock, I noticed a little late-flowering cherry tree about three feet high whose blossoms were barely open. Admirable flowers, waiting here buried deep in snow, remembering the spring for so long. It was as if the fabled plum blossoms flowering in the midsummer heat were perfuming the air around me, and I was yet more moved when I recalled the monk Gyoson, who was so touched to find the flowering cherry among the peaks of sacred Omine.48

The rules of this mountain forbid any detailed account of it to others, so I will write no more.

When we returned to our temple lodgings the Acting Abbot asked us to compose some poems on our Three Mountains pilgrimage. On poem cards we wrote:


Summer coolness —

a faint crescent moon

over Mount Haguro

*

Towering clouds

dissolving over and over —

Moon Mountain

*

Yudono —

there is no telling

these tears

*



Sora composed:


Yudono —

its path of trodden coins

bright tears49




Leaving Haguro we traveled to the castle town of Tsurugaoka, where we were welcomed at the house of the samurai Nagayama Shigeyuki. There we held a haikai meeting and composed a set together.

Sakichi had come this far with us from Haguro and he now returned, while we went on by river boat to the port of Sakata. There we stayed at the home of a physician by the name of En’an Fugyoku.


Mount Atsumi —

through to windswept Fuku Bay

a breath of evening cool

*

Mogami River —

pouring the day’s hot sun

into the sea




After the countless wonderful scenes of river, mountain, sea, and land, we now prepared our hearts to drink in the beauty of Kisakata.50

Twenty-five miles northeast from the port of Sakata we walked, across mountains and over rocky headlands and sandy beaches, until the sun began to slide toward the horizon, when a sudden sea wind whipped up the sand along the shore and a thick mist of rain hid Mount Chokai from sight. Stumbling blindly on through the darkness, I thought of the poet’s words “rain too has its charm” as I anticipated the charm of the blue sky to follow. We took shelter in a fisherman’s hut to wait out the downpour.

The next morning the skies cleared beautifully, and as the sun began to spread its brilliant light, we took a boat out over the lagoon. We landed first at Noin Island, where the great poet lived in reclusion for three years; then, drawing up our boat on the opposite shore, we visited the ancient cherry tree that still stands to commemorate Saigyo’s poem “rowing above the blossoms.” On the shore stands an imperial burial mound said to be the grave of Empress Jingu. The nearby temple is called Kanmanjuji. Empress Jingu was not known to have ever come here, however, so why should her tomb be here?51

Sitting in the front room of the temple with the blinds raised, you take in the whole sweeping landscape at a single glance. To the south Mount Chokai holds up the heavens, its image mirrored in the lagoon. Westward stretches the highway out to the Muyamuya Barrier, while to the east a raised embankment carries the road toward distant Akita. Northward lies the sea, beyond the tidal inlet of Shiokoshi Shallows, where the waves break into the lagoon.

The island-filled lagoon is about two miles wide. It is both like and unlike the famous view of Matsushima. Matsushima seems to smile, while Kisakata is somehow sullen. The landscape has a forlorn and sorrowful air, evocative of a troubled soul.


Sora:


Kisakata —

silk flowers damp with rain

Xi Shi’s sleeping lashes

*

Shiokoshi —

the crane’s legs wet

in the cool sea

*

Festival

Kisakata —

what’s the food

of these festive gods?




Teiji (a merchant from Mino)


Fishermen’s houses —

laying the wooden doors flat

to take the evening cool

*




Sora:

On seeing an osprey’s nest on a rock


The waves have surely sworn

never to flood

this loving ospreys’ nest



Reluctant to leave Sakata behind, we let the passing days accumulate before we at last went on our way again, sights set on the clouds of the Hokuriku Road. Hearing that the castle town of Kaga52 was over three hundred miles away, my heart was heavy at the thought of the vast distance before us.

We crossed the Nezu Barrier and set off afresh through the land of Echigo, till we arrived at Ichiburi Barrier at the border of Etchu. The journey took nine days. The hardship of constant rain and heat afflicted my spirits, I grew ill, and I recorded nothing.


Seventh month —

even the sixth night

feels different53

*

Wild sea —

the Milky Way

curving over to Sado




On this day we came over the hardest section of this northern road, the series of perilous tidal crossings known as Parents Forgotten, Children Forgotten, Dog Turns Back, Send Back the Horse, and so on; but when we drew up our pillows at the inn that night, exhausted and ready for sleep, we could hear in the front room next door the voices of two young women, mingled with that of an old man. From their talk I discovered that the women were courtesans from Niigata in Echigo, on pilgrimage to the Ise Shrines. The old man had accompanied them here to the Barrier, and they were composing letters and passing on little scraps of messages for him to take back home tomorrow.

Listening as I drifted to sleep, I pondered the sorry karma of these women, born to spend their wretched days in this world giving themselves to one man after another, “like fisher girls cast upon wild shores / where transient white waves foam.”54

The next morning as we were leaving the women came to us in tears. “We feel so anxious and miserable at the unknown journey that lies ahead,” they begged, “could we travel along behind you, just to keep you in our sights from time to time? Please show us the compassion that your monk’s robes promise and help us toward salvation.”

“I feel for you,” I replied, “but I’m afraid we’ll be stopping often along the way. You should simply go along with the other pilgrims you see along the road. The gods will surely keep you safe.” We turned and left, but a lingering pity for them stayed with me as we traveled on.


Under the same roof

courtesans slept the night —

bush clover and moon



I recited this to Sora, who wrote it down.


We crossed the countless streams of what is known as the Forty Eight Rapids of Kurobe, and emerged at the Bay of Nago.

Though it was not the season for Tako’s famous wisteria blossoms, we thought it would be worth pausing there to savor the beauty of the early autumn scene, and asked for directions. It was twelve miles or so on along the rocky shoreline, we were told, under the lee of a mountain, but there were only a few rough fishermen’s shelters and we would surely find nowhere to stay. Discouraged, we instead went on into the land of Kaga.


Making our way

through the scent of early rice

off to the right the wild Ariso sea




Crossing Mount Unohana and Kurikara Valley, we arrived at Kanazawa in the middle of the seventh month. Here we met a merchant by the name of Kasho, who travels back and forth to Osaka, and shared lodgings with him.

A local poet named Issho, who had begun to make a name for himself in the haikai world, had met with an early death the previous winter, and while we were there his brother held a memorial haikai session for him.


Tremble grave! —

my grief

cries with the autumn wind



Invited to someone’s thatched hut:


Autumn cool —

let’s sit together

peeling gourds and eggplants



Composed along the way:


Crimson with heat

the heartless sun — and yet

this autumn breeze



At a place called Komatsu, or Little Pine:


Komatsu, charming name —

wind in the small pines

bush clover, plume grass




We prayed here at Tada Shrine, which holds the helmet and a fragment of the brocade robe worn by the warrior Sanemori, apparently the gift of the great Yoshitomo himself long ago, when Sanemori was a vassal of the Genji clan.55

It was clear that they belonged to no ordinary soldier. The helmet has a gold-inlaid arabesque design of woven chrysanthemums all the way from visor to earplates, and its dragonhead crest is flanked by arrow-shaped horns. A record brought it all vividly to life by describing how after Sanemori’s death in battle, the warrior Kiso no Yoshinaka presented these relics to the shrine to accompany prayers for his soul, and they were brought here by Sanemori’s friend Higuchi no Jiro.


The pity of it! —

beneath his helmet

a cricket chirps




We continued onward to the hot springs at Yamanaka, turning as we walked to gaze up at the white peak of Mount Shirane towering behind us.

To the left against the mountain stands a temple to Kannon, where Emperor Kazan56 long ago placed an image of this compassionate bodhisattva on completing his pilgrimage to the thirty-three Kannon temples. He called this place Nata Temple, a name apparently derived from the first syllables of the two sacred sites of Nachi and Tanigumi. With its jumble of weird rocks, its avenue of ancient pines, and the little reed-thatched worship hall perched on a boulder, it is a sublime and holy place.


Whiter yet

than the stones of Stone Mountain —

autumn wind



We bathed in Yamanaka’s hot spring, said to be second only to Ariake in its potency.


Yamanaka’s scented spring —

no need to pluck

the fabled chrysanthemum of long life




The master of our inn, one Kume no Suke, was still just a boy. His father was a great lover of haikai poetry, whose refinement and sensibility long ago shamed the poet Teishitsu when he came here in his youth. On his return to the capital, Teishitsu joined the Teimon school of haikai and became famous, but for ever after he refused any payment for judging the poems of this town, or so the old story goes.

Sora had stomach trouble, so he set off ahead of me for Nagashima in the land of Ise to stay with relatives there. Sora composed:


On, ever on

though I may fall by the way —

bush clover fields



He left this for me when he went. The sorrow of the one who leaves, the pain of he who is left — we were like a pair of lapwings lost to each other, wandering alone among the clouds. I wrote in turn:


Today the sad dew

washes from my pilgrim’s hat

those words We Walk Together57




I stayed at Zenshoji Temple on the outskirts of the castle town of Daishoji, still in the land of Kaga. Sora had stayed here the previous night and left this:


All night hearing

autumn’s mournful wind

on the hill behind



Only a single night lay between us, yet it seemed we were a thousand miles apart. I too lay in the temple dormitory hearing the autumn wind. Just before dawn, the limpid sound of chanted sutras began, then came the gong that brought us to the dining hall. Anxious to go on into Echizen that day, I left the hall in haste, but a group of young monks carrying paper and inkstone caught up with me at the foot of the stairs to request a poem.

A willow was scattering its leaves in the garden, so standing there with straw sandals already tied to leave, I came up with this and jotted it down for them:


I’d love to sweep it clean

before I go —

willow leaves in the temple garden




At the the border of Echizen, I poled a boat across Yoshizaki Inlet to visit the famous Shiogoshi Pines, of which Saigyo wrote:


All night long

the stormy wind

rolls wild waves in to shore —

Shiogoshi’s pines

drip moonlight



All of the landscape is contained within this poem. The addition of a single word would be like adding a useless extra finger to a hand.


The venerable head of Tenryuji Temple in Maruoka was an old acquaintance, so I called in there. A man from Kanazawa by the name of Hokushi had set out with me to see me off, and ended up coming all the way. He had constantly composed poems on the landscapes along the way, and occasionally he recited some that were quite moving. Now we were about to part.


Tearing apart the summer fan

where I write this poem

to share as keepsake



Over one hundred miles into the mountains I arrived at Eiheiji Temple, where I worshipped. This is the temple founded by the Zen monk Dogen.58 It was surely a holy impulse that inspired him to leave the capital and come a thousand miles to create this great temple among such mountains.

After the evening meal I set out for the town of Fukui, about seven miles off, feeling my way uncertainly along the twilit dimness of the road.

An old acquaintance, a recluse by the name of Tosai, lived in Fukui. He once came to Edo to visit me, I don’t remember exactly when, but certainly more than ten years earlier. How much would he have aged by now? I wondered. Perhaps he had already died. But when I asked, I learned not only that he was still alive, but where I could find him.

The place was tucked away in the midst of the busy town, a little ramshackle hut draped in twining gourd and moonflower vines, the doorway concealed by cockscomb and goosefoot. This must be the house, I thought, so I knocked at the gate and a bedraggled-looking woman emerged.

“A monk? Where have you come from, your reverence?” she asked, then told me that Tosai was visiting someone nearby and I should look for him there. This must be his wife, I realized. It all had the air of some charming old tale.

I went and found him, and ended by spending two nights at his home. Then I set off for Tsuruga to catch autumn’s full moon reflected in the bay. Tosai came to see me on my way, robes tucked up comically for the journey, cheerfully announcing that he would be my guide.


At length Shirane’s white peak was hidden from sight, and Mount Hina came into view. Crossing Asamuzu Bridge, I came to the famous reeds of Tamae, now in seed. I passed the Uguisu Barrier, climbed over Yuno-o Pass, and continued on to Hiuchi Castle. At Mount Return I heard the first migrating geese returning, and on the fourteenth day, just as evening drew in, I arrived at Tsuruga and looked for lodgings.

That evening the moon was exceptionally clear and bright.

“Tomorrow night’s full moon will surely be just as good,” I remarked to the master of the house.

“In these parts you can never tell whether the night of the full moon will be clear or overcast,” he replied as he offered me sake.

We set off into the night to worship at nearby Kei Shrine, where the early Emperor Chuai is enshrined. The shrine grounds had an air of hushed sanctity; moonlight filtered through pine branches, and the sand spread before the shrine glittered white as frost.

Long ago, the master told me, the Second Patriarch of the Ji sect59 had sworn to improve these grounds, personally cutting back the grass, carrying earth and stones, and draining the muddy ground to smooth the way for those who came to pray here. His example is followed to this day, and pilgrims still carry sand to spread here when they visit. They call it the Second Patriarch’s Sand Carrying.


Moonlight pure

on the sand

he brought and spread



Sure enough, on the night of the full moon it rained.


Bright harvest moon —

but no guarantee you’ll see it

in the north country




On the sixteenth the sky cleared, so we took a swift boat across to Beach of Colors to gather the little red masuho shells that Saigyo wrote of in his poem there.60

The beach was seventeen miles across the waves. A man called Tenya had carefully prepared our food and sake flasks for the excursion and assigned a number of servants to see to our needs, and with a following wind we reached the beach in no time. There we found a few rough fishermen’s shacks and a ramshackle little temple called Hokkeji, where we drank tea and warmed our sake, hearts brimming with the loneliness of the dusk.


Lonelier even

than Suma’s famous shore

this autumn beach

*

Drifting between the waves

among red shells —

scraps of bush clover petals



I asked Tosai to write a brief account of our day, and left it at the temple.


A fellow poet, Rotsu, came up to Tsuruga to meet me, and together we set off for the land of Mino.

We reached Ogaki with the aid of horses. Sora had arrived from Ise, Etsujin hastened in on horseback, and we all gathered at Joko’s house. Many other good friends, Zensenshi and Keiko and his sons among them, came to visit day and night, welcoming me like one returned from the dead, rejoicing in my safety and carefully attentive to all my needs.

Although the weariness of the journey still lay heavy on my spirits, on the sixth day of the ninth month I set off once more by boat, to worship at the newly rebuilt grand shrine of Ise.


Like a clam

torn from its shell I part

in departing autumn








Endnotes



	1  A place in northern Japan made famous by poetry (utamakura), Matsushima was poetically associated with the moon.


	2  Sugiyama Sanpu was one of Basho’s followers. Basho was following the old custom of beginning a journey by moving to a nearby place for farewells and final preparations.


	3  The first sheet of a linked verse set contains eight links. This hokku or opening verse alludes to the little girl who would now be living here, and would soon be setting up her dolls for Hinamatsuri (celebrated on the third of the third month).


	4  Ueno and Yanaka in the nearby city (now central Tokyo), both famous for their cherry blossoms, were visible in the near distance.


	5  Kukai (774–835) was a renowned Buddhist saint who established the Shingon sect. Though he was credited with founding numerous temples throughout Japan, he was not in fact the founder of the religious complex at Nikko.


	6  	On the first of the fourth month, winter robes were replaced with lighter ones for the new season. The words also suggest Sora’s recent taking of Buddhist robes.


	7  Basho took his pen name from the basho, a kind of banana tree, that grew beside his hut on the river.


	8  His Buddhist name means “precious enlightenment.” Sora is his pen name.


	9  The last line is a poetic word for summer, written here with characters that mean taking monks’ robes (taking Buddhist vows), which adds religious overtones to the everyday meaning “to change robes.” The first day of summer was the traditional day for changing to summer clothing.


	10  The more common meaning of urami is “bitter resentment.”


	11  The summer meditation retreat for Zen monks begins on the first day of summer. Recluse monks commonly meditated in caves.


	12  Kasane, which means “layers,” was also the term for the many-layered robes worn by court ladies in the Heian period. The following poem uses the image of the double pink, a small carnation-
like flower that blooms in early summer and is associated with girls.


	13  	An enclosure where dogs were once shot at for archery practice.


	14  Lady Tamamo, the legendary consort of a twelfth-century emperor, was possessed by a fox that fled to Nasu when it was exorcised. Its spirit became the poisonous Killing Stone (see below).


	15  This refers to the tale of how this warrior of the twelfth-century Genpei Wars prayed for success to the Hachiman deity of his homeland of Nasuno, before plunging into the sea on horseback and shooting a perfect bullseye through the fan tied to the mast of an approaching enemy ship.


	16  The quasi-mythical mountain ascetic Saint En no Gyoja is traditionally depicted wearing very high geta clogs, which allowed him to magically stride over mountains. It was the custom for travellers to pray to his geta to give the legs strength.


	17  Butcho was Basho’s Zen master for several years from around 1680. He died at Unganji in 1715.


	18  The thirteenth-century Zen master Yuan Miao famously retreated to live in a cave for fifteen years, erecting this sign outside. Fa Yun, his disciple, named his own cave retreat “Phantom Dwelling,” the name Basho later gave to his hut on the shores of Lake Biwa.


	19  Woodpeckers were reputed to destroy temples with their pecking.


	20  Passing here, the twelfth-century poet Saigyo famously composed: “Here in this willow’s shade / where the pure stream / flows on by the wayside / briefly I pause / and stand.”


	21  A reference to Taira no Kanemori’s (?–991) poem at the Shirakawa Barrier: “How might I find a way / to send word back / to the far capital / that this day I crossed / the Barrier of Shirakawa?”


	22  Two poets who famously composed at the Shirakawa Barrier. Noin’s (988–c. 1058) poem is: “Though with the rising mists of spring / I rose / and left the capital / the autumn wind blows chill / at Shirakawa Barrier.” Minamoto no Yorimasa’s (1104–1180) poem is: “Still as green summer leaves / I saw them in the capital / but crimson now / they fall and lie / at Shirakawa Barrier.”


	23  Fujiwara no Kiyosuke (1104–1177) recorded this story in the tale collection Fukurozoshi.


	24  A reference to a poem by Saigyo, “Deep among mountains / I’ll gather water / dripping from the rock / and garner from the ground / the fallen chestnuts.”


	25  	They were laid on the roof to ward off misfortune, in a local variant of the fifth-month festival tradition of laying iris stems.


	26  Famous in poetry, and for the mottled shinobu (fern-leaf) dye pattern supposedly produced from rubbing cloth over the stone.


	27  Superintendant Sato, superintendant of this area, died heroically in the Genpei Wars of the twelfth century.


	28  The grave of a beloved local governor in China that famously provoked tears in all who visited.


	29  Minamoto no Yoshitsune (1159–1189) was the head of the Genji forces in the Genpei Wars. He and his loyal attendant Benkei (d. 1189) traveled through this area in their doomed flight north from Yoshitsune’s brother Yoritomo.


	30  Close to the day of the Boys’ Festival (the fifth day of the fifth month, roughly mid-June in the western calendar), when paper carp streamers were flown in front of houses.


	31  Fujiwara no Sanekata (d. 998), was a court poet who was exiled to the northern realms. According to legend, he was struck from his horse and killed by the roadside gods of Kasajima Shrine when he rode past without dismounting. Saigyo’s poem at Sanekata’s grave was: “His name is all / that now remains unfaded / but here on this autumn plain / in memory of him I find / this scene of autumn grasses.”


	32  Noin’s poem, composed on his second visit when the pine he had seen last time had disappeared, was: “Now the old pine / has vanished —/ I might have come / the thousand years of its life / too late to find it.”


	33  On the day before the fifth month Boys’ Festival, iris leaves were traditionally laid on roofs to avert misfortune.


	34  A reference to the anonymous poem: “Servants, tell your lord / to don his rain hat here / for the dews of Miyagino / beaneath the trees are heavier / than any rain.”


	35  A stretch of road leading to Matsushima; one of the places accorded special poetic status in haikai poetics. Basho makes the name of this road his title.


	36  Shomu reigned from 724 to 749. At this time the Oku region was the nation’s northern frontier, whose territory was actively disputed with the indigenous inhabitants known as Emishi (Ezo).


	37  An early poem that describes the scene of fishing boats at Shiogama.


	38  Izumi no Saburo died fighting alongside the great Yoshitsune (see note 29) in his last stand.


	39  	Ungo (1582–1658) was a Zen monk from Kyoto who famously lived here in retreat.


	40  The important fortress town of Hiraizumi was once the nation’s most northerly outpost. Its heyday was in the twelfth century.


	41  Fujiwara no Hidehira (d. 1187) was the third and last of the Fujiwara rulers who governed from Hiraizumi in its heyday.


	42  See note 29.


	43  A quotation from the Chinese poet Du Fu (712–770).


	44  The white-haired Kujo Kanehira was one of Yoshitsune’s loyal followers who died bravely in battle here.


	45  A quotation from a poem by the Chinese poet Du Fu (712–770).


	46  One of a group of three high mountains in the area renowned as an ancient center of the Shugendo mountain ascetics cult. The other mountains are Yudono and Gassan (see below).


	47  A fifty-volume compilation of official ceremo-
nies, titles, admistrative regulations, etc. completed in 927.


	48  The Japanese plum blooms in the cold of early spring. Gyoson (1057–1135) was a high-ranking prelate and poet.


	49  	It was traditional for mountain pilgrims on Yudono to throw down as offerings all the coins they carried.


	50  Kisakata, on the Japan Sea coast, was famous for the beauty of its island-filled lagoon, said to rival that of Matsushima.


	51  Noin seems to have lived here in reclusion, but there is no record of Saigyo’s visit to Kisakata nor of his poem. Empress Jingu was a semi-
legendary ruler of the third century.


	52  Present-day Kanazawa.


	53  The next day is the day of the Tanabata star festival, when two lover stars meet once a year, so the previous night is full of expectation.


	54  Loosely quoted from a fisher girl’s lament in the eleventh century poetry collection Wakan roeishu.


	55  Minamoto no Yoshitomo (1123–1160) was the head of the Genji clan during the Genpei Wars (see note 15). Sanemori (1111–1183) famously died in battle as an old man, having dyed his hair to hide his advanced age.


	56  Emperor Kazan (968–1008) was renowned for his dedication to the bodhisattva Kannon.


	57  Pilgrims traditionally bear these words on their hat, a reference to walking with Saint Kobo.


	58  	Dogen (1200–1253) was the founder of the Soto school of Zen Buddhism in Japan.


	59  A Buddhist sect founded in the thirteenth century, whose practitioners led a wandering life.


	60  The poem is “Gathering up / the masuho shells / that dye the tide so richly / it seems to me their color / gives Colored Beach its name.”
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