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THE RELEVANCE OF ONO TOZABURO’S POETRY TODAY

TRV a— FEXIR

1. Introduction

Ono Tozaburd was a poet who lived most of his life in Osaka, so he can be considered as a poet of
Osaka. He can also be seen as an Anarchist poet, as he began his carcer by writing Anarchist poems in the
1920s. However, his career spans eight decades, into the 1990s. This very long career cannot simply be
explained by labels like “poet of Osaka™ or “Anarchist poet.” What kind of poet was Ono? I would like to
mvestigate how Ono’s poetry may be considered to be relevant today, both outside his native Osaka and
even outside Japan.

Biography

Ono Tozaburd (/NP =EE 1903-1996) was born and raised in Osaka. In 1921, he went to Tokyo to
enter Toyd University, but withdrew after only eight months to devote himself to the Anarchist Poetry
movement, first publishing in the poetry journal Red and Black (Aka to kuro) founded by Hagiwara
Kyojiro, Tsuboi Shigeji, and Okamoto Jun. His first anthology A Half~-Opened Window (Hambun hiraita
mado) was self-published in 1926. In 1930 he helped found the journal Trajectory (Dands) with
Hagiwara, Akivama Kiyoshi, and Kusano Shimpei. Working with Kusano and Hagiwara, he translated
the poems of Carl Sandburg, Sherwood Anderson, and others, publishing them in 1931 as An Anthology
of American Proletarian Poetry (Amerika puroretaria shishii). Amid increasing police suppression of
Anarchism, labor organization, and proletarian activism, he returned to Osaka in 1933. With publication
of the anthology Osaka in 1939, he began to depict his native city — not the merchant and entertammment
districts of the traditional image of Osaka, but the newly-industrializing reclaimed lands along Osaka
Bay, which he called the “Land of Reeds™ (ashi no chiha). He continued publishing poetry anthologies
until the 1990s, and also wrote essays on poetry, collectively referred to as his “Poetics™ (shiron), in
which he fiercely attacked what he called the “fanka Iyricism™ of traditional Japanese poetry (the fanka
being a traditional 31-syllable poem with a rhythm of 5/7/5/7/7 syllables). Ono also served as a mentor
to younger poets (such as Tomioka Tacko), founding the Osaka School of Literature in 1954 (whose
graduates include novelists Tanabe Seiko and Asai Makate), and serving as president of the Japan Poets
Association from 1977 to 1979. His career is commemorated by the Ono Tozaburd Prize for outstanding
poetry or poetry criticism, awarded annually since 1999.

2. An American Connection

First, I would like to compare a poem by Ono (Poem 1 in the Appendix) with one by the well-known
American poet Carl Sandburg (Poem 2). (English and Japanese versions of both poems are provided.)

Some similarities in style, tone, and subject matter can be found between these two poems. Both
poems are in blank verse (without rhyme), both describe natural (perhaps imaginary) scenes, and both seem
to have a political message. Poem 1 is Ono’s “The Waterfront (A Fable)” and its English translation by
Murakami-Smith. Poem 2 is “Masses™ by the American poet Carl Sandburg, along with its Japanese
translation by Ono.

Carl Sandburg (1878-1967) wrote of the common people: factory workers, ditch-diggers, immigrants,
people riding on a streetcar. He is perhaps best known for his poem “Chicago’ from the anthology Chicago
Poems (1916). Ono borrowed a copy of Chicago Poems from the poet Kusano Shimpei in 1926 (Yamada &
Hosomi (2008), p.13), the same year in which Ono published his first anthology. The issue of direct
mfluence from Sandburg on Ono’s poetry is an interesting question requiring further research. Of course,
Ono had begun writing poetry before he read Sandburg’s poems, but one could argue that the poems Ono
wrote after his exposure to Sandburg focused more on the common people, and became increasingly
political. A detailed comparison of Ono’s and Sandburg’s works would no doubt yield a variety of
mteresting similarities and differences.

Ono and Kusano, working with Hagiwara Ky®;jiro, translated Sandburg’s poems, along with those of
such North American and Mexican poets as Sherwood Anderson and Salvador Diaz Mirdn, and published
them in 1931 as An Anthology of American Proletarian Poetry (Amerika puroretaria shishii). It is



mteresting that in the US, neither Sandburg nor Anderson is considered a specifically ““proletarian™ poet.
Ono’s classification of Sandburg as a proletarian poet reflects his involvement with such Anarchist poetry
jJournals as Red and Black (Aka to kuro) and Trajectory (Danda) in Tokyo in the 1920s and early 1930s.

3. An Anarchist Poet

In his early career, Ono can be read as an Anarchist poet. Anarchism' is a political philosophy that
believes that societies should govern themselves through voluntary institutions, without governments.
Anarchism “holds the state to be undesirable, unnecessary, and harmful.”” In J apan before the Pacific War,
Anarchism can be considered as part of the Proletarian movement, which also included various kinds of
socialists, communists, and labor organizers. In the arts, the Proletarian Literature movement’ held that
literary works could advance the cause of the proletariat. For example, on the cover of the first issue of the
Anarchist poetry journal Red and Black (Aka to kuro) in which Ono participated was the slogan, “A poem
is a bomb! Poets are black criminals who throw bombs at the unyielding walls and doors of the prison!”™

Ono’s early career (especially the anthology The Death of Sacco & Vanzetti) includes some poems
consisting of almost nothing but political slogans, such as Poem 3 in the Appendix, an excerpt from “The
Death of Sacco & Vanzetti.” To the moder reader, such poems may not be very interesting. Even at the
time, there was much debate about the literary value of works with overtly political content. (Shiga Naoya,
for example, strongly doubted that a work with strong ideological content could be great literature).” More
mteresting might be a poem like Poem 4, “The Factory Song and the Kouta,” which has a political message
but also expresses a particular view of music (and, by extension, poetry?) as a kind of “opiate of the
people,” weakening the workers against the exploitation of the capitalists.

In the mid- to late 1930s, the Proletarian Literature movement (along with all kinds of communist
activism and labor organization) was crushed by the police, with many writers being arrested and forced to
sign a declaration of “Reorientation,” to the effect that henceforth they would write no more Proletarian
works. Kobayashi Takiji, author of 7#e Crab Cannery Ship,’ was tortured and beaten to death in prison.
Ono himself, although he was never charged with any crime, was detained by the police for about a
fortnight in November, 1935.® The Proletarian Literature movement, along with Anarchist poetry, seemed
to be dead. And in fact, overt political content seems to be absent from Ono’s later work.

Why should we be interested in Anarchism today? Two reasons come to mind:

(1) Anarchists’ method of using acts of violence (bombings, assassinations, etc.) to attract publicity
to their cause, which they called the “propaganda of the deed,” 1s the same method used by
terrorist groups today.

(2) Anarchist groups are still part of popular protests against, for example, the World Trade
Organization, and were involved in the protests against the inauguration of Donald Trump as
president of the United States on January 21, 2017. (On the other hand, the popular support that
allowed Trump to be elected in the first place could also be seen as the expression of an
Anarchic or Libertarian dissatisfaction with the US government and political system.)

4. A Poet of Osaka

As mentioned above, Ono did not continue to write Anarchist poetry in Tokyo. Instead, he returned to
Osaka and became what many people consider a “poet of Osaka.” Poem 5 in the Appendix, “Tenngji Park,”
appears to express Ono’s feelings on returning to Osaka. Please note the determination to record what he
sees. (It 1s interesting to note here that throughout his career, from his first anthology (1926) to his last
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? Wikipedia, “Anarchism.”

3 See Bowen-Struyk & Field for an overview of the movement and a selection of Proletarian works.

UORRE BT D RN ITEROBE X BEL R L IR AR T S BELATH D | Wikipedia, “Aka to kuro
(Shishi).”

> He wrote in a letter to the Proletarian writer Kobayashi Takiji: .. I believe that as art it is awkward and unattractive when
a man expounds a particular philosophy in his writings.” (Keene, p. 619)
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T METH] (1929), translated by Zeljko Cipris in Kobayashi, The Crab Cannery Ship and Other Novels of Struggle.

8 Yamada & Hosomi, p. 29.



(1992), when writing the word “eye.” Ono always used the kanji R, the physical, anatomical eye, instead
of H, which covers both physical and metaphorical meanings of “eye.”)

Many of the poems of this period take the form of landscape poems, but they nearly always include a
human element, like the homeless of Poem 3, “Tenndji Park™ or the fisherman, children, and Korean
families of Poem 6, “I Sing the Clouds of Summer.” They depict the border between nature and industry on
the reclaimed land along Osaka Bay (Poem 7, “Land of Reeds™), as well as the hard, disorderly lives of the
poor (Poem 8, “Old Spring™). As such, these poems rebel against the lyrical depictions of nature in
traditional Japanese poetry. Further, by depicting scenes of Osaka far removed from the stereotypical sites
of Dotombori, Osaka Castle, Kuromon Market or the pleasure quarters, these poems create a new image of
Osaka. (As one fellow Osaka writer remarked, Ono’s Osaka is an “Osaka seen from the sea.”)

Ono lived the rest of his life in Osaka. He founded the Osaka School of Literature'® in 1954, and
served as its head until 1991. Graduates of the School of Literature include well-known writers such as
Tanabe Seiko and Asai Makate."' Ono also served as a mentor to younger poets such as Tomioka Tacko. "
Thus, Ono played an influential role in the Osaka cultural scene for many years. Ono’s achievements point
out the important role to be played by writers who continue to live in the Kansai (like Tanabe Seiko and
Miyamoto Teru) rather than relocating to Tokyo (Murakami Haruki, Kawakami Micko, Shibasaki Tomoka,
...). And the Osaka School of Literature that Ono founded continues to produce new writers today.

5. An Environmentalist Poet?

An interesting question often raised by undergraduates who read Ono’s poems in English translation,
1s whether Ono could be considered an environmentalist poet. If one recalls the dying plants, industrial
pollution, and general ugliness of the scenes depicted in, for example, Poem 7 in the Appendix, “Land of
Reeds,” or in the first part of Poem 9, “A New Land,” one might assume the speaker in the poems is
lamenting the destruction of nature. However, consider the second half of Poem 9, “A New Land.”
Regarding the changes that industry has wrought on the landscape, the speaker comments, “I think it is
good.” Then, after remarking, “Poetry has become completely outmoded/And does not move me,” he
concludes, “The world, on the other hand, will change a tiny bit.”” This reminds us that, for an Anarchist or
social activist, change 1s a hopeful thing that can bring society closer to its ideal form. Further, as Ono
pledged in Poem 5, “Tenndji Park,” his goal is to record everything he sees in front of his eyes, whether
beautiful or ugly. This attitude is also expressed in Poem 10, “A Distant View of Oil Fields.”

Although it would be an over-simplification to call Ono’s attitude toward nature “environmentalist,”
the attitudes of speakers of various Ono poems might be an interesting topic for investigation. We could
probably find examples of two strains of thinking about the environment that are still current today: one
attitude that nostalgically longs for a return to the pristine, unspoiled nature before industrialization and
environmental destruction, and another that confidently believes in further technological progress as the
key to restoring the environment and avoiding further environmental damage.

6. Ono’s Poetics (Shiron)

Ono’s commitment to depict in his poetry everything he sees, whether human or natural, beautiful or
ugly, reflects his rejection of the lyrical depiction of nature in traditional Japanese poetry. This “denial of
tanka lyricism™” was articulated in his Poetics (Shiron, 1947-1962), in a paradoxical phrase, “Song
against song” or “Turning away from song, toward song.”"* Recall Poem 4 in the Appendix, “The Factory
Song and the Kouta,” which points out the stultifying dangers of music, which weakens the workers against

® Tomioka Tacko, “Umi kara mita tochi — Ono Tazabura,” in Ono Tozabura chosakushii v. 2, pp. 575-386.
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U M50 EET and FAHE 7>C, author of Renka [75%k] about the life of Nakajima Utako (77 & 8t 1-), poetry teacher to the
famous Meiji-period writer Higuchi Ichiyo (£l O —3%E), and Oranda Saikaku TFTEIFEVEES]  about the life of Thara
Saikaku (FJFFE#S), told from the point of view of his daughter.

12 =R #bF-, poet and writer of screenplays, fiction, and literary criticism. Incidentally, she was born in Dempd ({=¥%) along
the Yodo River, in Ono’s “Land of Reeds.”

B TEIEITE OEE ] explained in the Poetics and in, for example, “Tanka-teki jojé ni ké shite” (“In defiance of tanka
lyricism”) (Ono Tozaburé chosakushii v. 2, pp. 501-500).

Y Expressedas [3 &2, FiZ, | in Poetics, No. 98 (Ono Tozaburé chosakushii v. 2, p. 332), and as [ 8k & 25K
IZ, | in Poetics, No. 236 (Ono Tozaburé chosakushii v. 2, p. 389).



the exploitation of the capitalists. Even though the poems of Ono’s middle to late career lack the overt
political slogans of his early poetry, Ono remained wary of the connections among the comfortable 5/7/5-
syllable rhythm of traditional forms of Japanese poetry, the lyricism of modern poets like Hagiwara
Sakutard, the natural beauties of the Japanese landscape, and the “Japanese spirit” extolled during the
Pacific War. Ono’s answer was to become a poet of “things,” or a poet of “matter” (in opposition to
“spirit™)."”

To the extent that Ono’s poems depict “things™ using language, they are still subject to the seductive
attractions of sound and rhythm, and his poems do, in fact, have a rhythm of their own (whether in the
original Japanese or in English translation). This seeming contradiction 1s recognized by his paradoxical
aphorism, “Song against song,” and by Ono’s naming of one of his poetry anthologies A Collection of Lyric
Poetry (Jojoshi-shii, 1947). An ambivalent attitude toward poetry, and in particular, doubts about its
effectiveness as a tool to advance social change, are expressed in poems such as Poem 11, “Quick-Acting
Poison,” and Poem 12, “In the Wrong Country.”

The question of what kind of literature to write under an oppressive government, and whether
literature can be effective in opposing such governments, is, of course, still current today. Now, more than
ever, perhaps, we have doubts about the significance of literature and music, whether as agents of social
change or of personal enrichment. In today’s commercial society, works of literature and music, no matter
how revolutionary or anti-social, are commodified as products to be sold on the market.

7. A Poet of the Imagination

Given Ono’s desire to record “everything in front of my eyes,” and his unemotional depictions of
“things,” we might expect that his poems are faithful observations of scenes the poet himself witnessed. He
might be considered a knd of Realist poet. However, as in all literary works, Ono’s poems “fictionalize™ the
poet’s own experiences. For example, Poem 7 in the Appendix, “Land of Reeds™ is set in “late autumn,”
but, according to Ono’s own recollections, the first time he “discovered” the reclaimed lands of reeds and
factories along Osaka Bay was early spring, and “Land of Reeds™ was actually written on New Year’s Day,
1939."° Another example is the author photo used in the anthology Osaka of 1939. In the photo, Ono
stands on a riverbank among reeds, with a railroad bridge in the background. The scene seems to be Ono’s
“Land of Reeds,” but as Ono himself writes in his autobiographical Kimyd na hondana, the photograph was
actually taken by the Arakawa flood-control canal outside of Tokyo. Ono even writes that, “if possible, I
would have liked to go to a reed plain outside some great industrial area abroad, perhaps Detroit or
Baltimore on the cast coast of the United States” to take the photograph.'’

This “fictionalizing™ impulse can be seen even more strongly in Ono’s later career (after about 1966),
i which many poems, such as Poem 13, “The Village of Guzen,” paint an imaginative or even fanciful
scene. In other poems, there is a blending together of imagination and memory, as can be seen in Poem 14,
“Hidden Fort.”” Note that this poem (from 1980) shows a consciousness of being an Anarchist or
revolutionary, even years after political slogans had disappeared from Ono’s poetry. Questions of the
representation of reality (including the author’s personal experience) in literature, as well as the borderline
between fiction and fact, are, of course, central questions in literary criticism even today.

8. Searching for Words

In the final phase of Ono’s career, poems based on imagination and memory became more and more
numerous. This may reflect the reduced sphere of activity of an old man. At the same time, there appeared
many poems whose theme might be called “searching for words,” especially in the last three anthologies,
after 1988. In poems like Poem 135 in the Appendix, “Where the Words Are,” and Poem 16, “When the
Evening Cicada Falls Silent,” the speaker recognizes that the scenes in one’s mind, whether memories or
mmagined scenes, are constructed of words. In Poem 16, “When the Evening Cicada Falls Silent,” and Poem
17, ““At the Speed of a Canoe,” the poet’s job 1s dramatized as “searching for words.” The poet’s
experience has increasingly become limited to the world inside his own mind, but there is still the
possibility of discovering just the right word, or of forging, as in Poem 18, “There Is No One,” a “still-

B 1#) and "] asopposedto [¥5th] . Yamada & Hosomi, p. 10, p. 42.
16 “Ashi no chihé” (“Land of reeds”), in Ono Tézaburé chosakushii v. 3, pp. 69-78.
7" Ono Tazaburé chosakushii v. 3,p. 78.



unknown connection” between words. At the same time, there is a dissatisfaction with “words worn out by
use,” a doubt whether trite words can be used to communicate something new to another person.

Interestingly, there is a Carl Sandburg poem that expresses similar anxieties about words: Poem 19 in
the Appendix, “Languages.” In this poem, there is no way to “personalize™ the words one uses: a language
belongs to whole peoples, changes from era to era, and in the end, the words one speaks vanish: “Sing—
and singing—remember/Y our song dies and changes/And is not here to-morrow.”

Surely, however, we can disagree with this pessimistic view. If, as Ono recognized, we can only think
and communicate by means of words, then surely it is precisely words that make us most human, that allow
us to live our lives in this world and among other people. It is precisely because words are ““‘worn out by
use,” soiled by everyone’s hands, that we can use them to communicate something from one person to
another. (There is something communist about language, never privately owned but held in common by all,
and something anarchic as well, in that it can never be completely controlled by any single group or
government.)

As long as words are written down or digitized, they do not simply vanish like “the wind/Blowing ten
thousand years ago.” Ono died in 1996, but his words — whether written in 1926 or 1939, in 1947 or 1967,
m 1980 or 1992, still remain. And while they do remain, there is always the possibility that they will reach
across those years — and across languages, from Japanese to English — and speak to us. And I hope the
above discussion has shown that there are several reasons why we should listen.

List of Ono Tozaburd’s Poetry Anthologies

© A Half-Opened Window ( [-5rBAV 72781 1926)

© The Death of Sacco & Vanzetti ( [V~ =2, U7 B v F D] 1928)
© Built on the Old World ( [ & 50 EiZ] 1934)
o Osaka ( [RBR] 1939)

© Landscape Poetry Selections ( [JB 7501 1943)

© The Ocean’s Edge ( [ 1] 1947)

© A Collection of Lyric Poetry ( [P 75l 1947)

o Fire-Swallowing Zelkova ( ['K&ETHE] 1952)

© Heavy-Oil Fuji ( [EIRE 1] 1956)

© An Outrageous Hope ( [ £ 139 b 720 i) 1962)
© A Foreign Land ( [245] 1966)

o Songs of the Sun ( TRFG® 9 721 1967)

© Vertical Journey ( [TEEIRIT] 1970)

© Tree of Refusal ( THEMEDA] 1974)

o Steam Locomotive ( [755 M4BT 1979)

© Songs of a Moated Fortress ( [EREIRZETK] 1980)
© Trees ( [RIART=H1 1982)

© The Last Tree ( [HEADOAKR] 1984)

© At the Speed of a Canoe ( [ 71 X—DHEET] 1988)
© Where I Am Now ( [\WWE W5 L Z AT 1989)

© On Pluto ( [RERET] 1992)
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Appendix: Poems

(1) “The Waterfront (A Fable)” (1934)

With the wind, I have visited all the wharves of the world

I have had many enjoyable experiences there, and

Twice as many painful experiences

I'have flowed away like a river crossing a plain

Beneath a bright silver sky  And through a magnificent sunset like striped agate
And again through a long, melancholy day of leaden clouds hanging low

I recall

An old copperplate etching

A forest of yardarms in evening mist And lights swaying in the depths of darkness
I am possessed and cannot forget

That boisterous uproar at every tavern

The bloody fights between man and man

The women of the gay quarters And my committed companions

Oh! But in comparison with another memory of mine

How insubstantial you all seem

It is not of strife among people

Nor s it of the ilk of a faint longing for home

I'have seen it

Day after day the seagulls cried to each other in the offing

And people thronged the dock

There an eerie kind of silence floated

And in the eyes sunken by hunger and fatigue

Quietly, quictly blazed a deep-rooted hatred of something that was greater than human beings
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(2) “Masses” (1916)

Among the mountains | wandered and saw blue haze and red crag and was amazed,

On the beach where the long push under the endless tide maneuvers, I stood silent;

Under the stars on the prairic watching the Dipper slant over the horizon's grass, I was full of thoughts.

Great men, pageants of war and labor, soldiers and workers, mothers lifting their children--these all I
touched, and felt the solemn thrill of them.

And then one day I got a true look at the Poor, millions of the Poor, patient and toiling; more patient than
crags, tides, and stars; innumerable, patient as the darkness of night--and all broken, humble ruins of
nations.
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(3) “The Death of Sacco & Vanzetti” (1928) (excerpt)

[...]
Who shouted

Save Sacco & Vanzetti?

Who in the world forsook them?

Workers, Anarchists, if you can declare that you fought to your last drop of sttrength
Come before us!

Come forth and shout savagely!

[ ]

Even more fiercely continuously thoroughly
Resist the oppression of International Capitalism!

Do not let our Sacco & Vanzetti have died in vain!
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(4) “The Factory Song and the Kouta'” (1928)

Here at morn and eventide  Peacefully

The dusty town  Left behind

The business prospering  Everlastingly

By the light of hope  Illumined
(One verse of “Factory Song of the Tokyo Muslin Co.
Kamedo Factory™)

You want to sing, don’t you?

You’d like to raise your voices together and sing, wouldn’t you?
Sing, then

But to you, who have no good

Song that truly touches your hearts

What kind of songs are left?

The Factory Song composed by the in-house Bachelor of Arts
The tearful kouta with its effect like anesthesia

And what other kind of song

Could express your factory’s

No! — their factory’s

Their class’s — Capital’s — the Nation’s

Every avaricious ideal

Than these?

Ruining your digestion, or catching tuberculosis

Palely and pathologically putting on weight, or wasting away

Your feelings have become so jaded that no matter how much cheap makeup you smear on
The dark bags at the corners of your eyes no longer go away

Until you fall into a deep, deep sleep from which your volition will never awaken

There are innumerable kouta that will caress you tenderly and tearfully to the very end

I have heard

In the morning

When the whistle at the start of work blows

One of your number

Singing a verse of the Factory Song in a loud voice
With the carefree cheerfulness of a ten-year-old girl
And in the night town after the lights are out
Beyond a brick wall three times my height

I have listened to the low notes of the kouta

That you sing

I have seen it
There!
The blindfold, the manacles they have put on you

'8 Kouta (7)) are traditional Japanese songs sung with shamisen accompaniment, originating in the entertainments of the
licensed quarters in the Edo period.
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The destiny they have given you

Their power, law, duty, right

Their religion, education, culture, ideals

Which chain you together with twofold chains

And I have seen

How cleverly those things have allowed them to carry out their exploitation
And how auspiciously everything has been conducted

Do you want to sing one more time?

Do you want to raise your voices together and sing one more time?
The Factory Song composed by the in-house Bachelor of Arts

The tearful kouta with its effect like anesthesia
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(5) “Tenndji Park” (1934)

[ can’t believe it

That ten years of time have passed

The scraps of newspaper at the side of the road, blown by the wind

The phlegm, cigarette butts, bento boxes, spat out, scattered indiscriminately
The athletic field with a wisteria trellis

The walls of the meeting hall, into which the rain has seeped

The trees and lawns, covered with dust

The antiquated tower of iron girders — “Tsuitenkaku™

The disarray of the summer clouds floating beyond it

And the weary faces, the dull gazes of the people walking here

Everything is the same as it was then

The hat missing its hatband is the same, the dirty white coat the same
“Yesterday,” too, the homeless and the day laborers out of work slept on the benches and under the bushes,
bodies bent like shrimp

Ten years ago, too, wasn’t a shabby Korean woman letting a child pee at that railing?
But oh, how their numbers have grown!

So, then, not everything is the same as it was in the old days

I have come back to this neighborhood

And am walking the old familiar park

Through the dusty trees and the messy crowds

Now, about “My Hometown,” I feel neither loneliness nor self-ridicule

I simply feel that I want to see clearly every single thing in front of my eyes
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(6) “I Sing the Clouds of Summer” (1934)

Reflection from the glittering waves of the river

Trailing a line from a fishing pole

Is merely a pose

He is probably staring fixedly out of boredom at shadows of water weeds swaying on the vellow sand of
the shallow bottom

The large, white scattered clouds that had been floating beyond the Kema Bridge are slowly moving this
way

Now it seems he has raised his face and looks vacantly at the movement of the clouds

Pricking up one’s ears in the buzzing stillness

The shouts of the kids bathing at the distant sandbar can be faintly heard, like the buzzing of a cloud of
mosquitoes

It is like listening to something akin to sad music

A row of poplars plastered together

The riverbanks thickly overgrown with weeds

A long board fence inscribed with the wide-spaced words Japan — Steel — Works

A group of women and children picking over a mountain of coal cinders with hand-rakes and bamboo
sieves

Puffing out smoke is the huge smokestack of Kanebd

Clustering along both banks like swept-up trash, dilapidated barges, tugboats, and roofed passenger boats

The sun of 2:00 PM dries the flags of cloth diapers waving everywhere

Pours down onto the sooty tin roofs

Sets the clouds overhead ablaze

This settlement of “floating mansions,” rocking with over 300 Koreans in 19 families

In this lazy afternoon, raises not a voice.
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(7) “Land of Reeds” (1939)

Far off

The sound of waves.

Above the wide plain of reeds withering from their tips,
The arc of high-tension wires sags low.

On the horizon

Fuel oil tanks.

In the cold, clear, late-autumn sunlight

Damselflies like euphausia® flow with the wind
And on the plain of ammonium sulfate  and soda
And electricity  and steel

A clump of chrysanthemum japonense™ shrivels
And expires.
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(8) “0Old Spring” (1939)

The willows have broken into leaf

" Krill.
® Nojigiku in Japanese.
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Rape flowers are blooming

And a chicken is picking over a trash pile.

Beyond the elevated railroad tracks can be seen mountains in a thin haze.

On the laundry-drying platform of a sooty row house beside the tracks

Has been modestly placed a white plum in a pot.

Sunlight slants through the open second-floor windows, shining on the fafami mats
And among mountains of cardboard boxes stacked up next to a wall

A baby sleeps alone, body half off a shabby futon.

A row of small, tin chimneys.

Shaking the beams, the sound of a motor, hurriedly rotating all day long.
Toothbrushes, handkerchiefs, scrub-brushes, work gloves, cheap toys

Clasps for tabi socks and ribs for Western umbrellas.

Looking up, I see

Caught by the wind, tiny particles of coal dust sparkling in the depths of the blue sky:
Here, too, old spring had come again.
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(9) “A New Land” (1942)

They say you can tell from

The soil,

The rocks,

The veins of ore,

The ecology of plants.

Someone even sounded the darkness underground

By biting an autumn fern.

Water, transparent blue with its content of copper sulfate.

A ravine with a stream that stains its gravel bed crimson.
The folds in strata permeated by magnetism and electricity.
The low rumble of an explosion echoes in the autumn sky
And part of a mountain is blown away.

Three thousand years have swiftly passed.

Now the very bones of the mountains of Japan change their form.
Tamba Province’s Mt. Oe of yore has become a nickel mine,
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And on humid nights Mt. Fuji discharges oil sludge.

Iron. Bronze. Zinc. Tin.

Chrome. Magnesium. Tungsten.

Hokkaido, too, is greatly altered.

Korea, too, is in a state.

I think 1t 1s good.

—One brilliantly clear morning, I raise the blinds and the moors of far-off Mt. Fuji are forested with rotary
oil derricks. Like California.

Poetry has become completely outmoded

And does not move me.

The world, on the other hand, will change a tiny bit.
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(10) “A Distant View of Qil Fields” (1943)

Over there

Do not depict the spiky, eroded mountain ridge
Nor the lonely shapes of the stunted trees.
Dark, heavy heaving of the waves:

Avoid that shore.

Do not look at nature

With eyes like those drawn into a haze.

Rather, with a light brilliant enough
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To take the measure of the bottomless darkness

Of our lives,

[luminate a forest of oil derricks in the tropical night.
Without indiscriminate decoration with words of love.
Make a friend of the desolation of heaven and earth.
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(11) “Quick-Acting Poison” (1982)

If, by chance

If T am still alive

[ ' will be somewhere I have never been before
Whether in the mountains or at the sea.

[ 'will be seeing things [ have never seen before
And doing things [ have never done before.
Things not at all like my present self.

Hmm... What else? Ah, ves.

One more thing [ would like to come across
Is that thing

I have never managed to write:

A poem whose poison takes effect so quickly.
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(12) “In the Wrong Country” (1980)

You are

In the wrong place

In this country.

This place where, when mist rises, the mist speaks

Where, when rain falls ceaselessly, the rain speaks
Where, when wind rises, the wind speaks

Isn’t right for you.

Poetry, it would have been better

If you’d been in a rougher country.

Somewhere with no evergreen forests.

A country where the land is parched and cracked.

It would have been better if you’d been in a place

Where the mountains are no more than masses of saltpeter
Shining whitely in the direct sunlight of never-ending summer
Where the only plants on the land

Are tree-shaped cacti, or agave

Or something similar, anyway

And nothing else.

The most suitable for you would have been

A country where the scenes with people in them

Are of a blown-up railway in the desert

With a locomotive always fallen over on its side.

Poetry, you are

Also in the wrong time.

It would have been better

If you’d been born about a century and a half ago, in a rougher country.
If youd died there

And people were saying, These are your bones.

You have lived too long.

Summer’s coming again.

How will you greet this summer?

Might you be in the mountains at dusk, cool air descending
Listening to the cry of the evening cicadas?

In the wrong country

In the wrong time.
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(13) “The Village of Guzen” (1970) (excerpt)

To my ears

It sounded like “village of Guzen.”

A place where an entire mountain

Is a huge foodstuffs warchouse

And weapons and ammunition dump.

I visited it deep in the mountains of Kiso®'.
Catching a ride on a forestry railroad

For transporting logs cut in the forest
Winding through

Valley after valley

[...]

Looking up at the mountain in front of me
And pretending to read a survey map

I told the doubting people

I’'m going to the other side.

Then I waved

Took my leave of them

And headed into the depths of the mountains
Without even a decent path.

[...]

I saw with my own eyes

! Tn southern Nagano Prefecture.
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The place where | am meant to take up residence.

It was one mountain in the middle of the mountains.
It was a mountain like any other, covered with the luxuriant foliage of trees.
From within the mountain

I heard, not the calls of birds

But human language that I could understand.
Suddenly before me

As if operated by the touch of a button

A part of the slope of the mountain

Rose upward

Shaking the branches of the trees.

The mouth of a cave opened

As if to say, Come in.
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(14) “Hidden Fort” (1980)

How many hundreds of meters deep

Is the Baiyin Cave in China?

In the mountains of northern Japan

There are even deeper

Still-unknown limestone caves and grottoes.

Most are prehistoric

Entombing dinosaur bones and ammonite fossils.

All my comrades who died young.

Are now there.

Those who are still alive

But who have gone missing

Found those caves before me and have gone there.

Those who are stubborn and solitary

And do not get along well with others.

Those who, from birth, have made an enemy of the power of the State
Have no other place to go

In the end.

The weak light of a lantern crawls across the wall of a cave.
The ceiling of the maze continues on into the depths.

The depth of these caves is more than a few hundred, a few thousand meters.
A spotlight stops on the innermost rock wall.

Leave a space

For me, too

Comrades.
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(15) “Where the Words Are” (1988)

Around me

There are no trees

But when I try to say something

In my mind

I always see images of trees.

Their shadings are somehow different

From the ones I have seen in the world as it really is
But they are gentle, just like

Branches spreading wanly in the sky at dawn.
At some point

Nature has receded

And now all I can see

Are the images of trees I have made in my mind.
Even if I can live for a few more years

That is the only space

Where I can search

For words that will fit circumstances.

In my dream last night appeared

A grove of large horse chestnut trees

On the bank of a river somewhere.

Along with the sound of the rain falling into it
I went

Into the grove.
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(16) “When the Evening Cicada Falls Silent” (1989 or 1990)

At the end of summer

Just before the evening sun vanishes

It burns more brightly for an instant

And then sets.

The evening cicada rasps for the last time

And the mountain darkens.

Lifting my eyes

I see a sky of faint stars.

I seem to see this now

But it is an evening scene in the far-off mountains that suddenly
Arises before my mind’s eye as I sit at my desk late at night.
But this did not so much

Arise naturally before my mind’s eye

When I had laid down my pen

To search for a word.

Rather, it is the silhouette of certain things assembled together in my head.
These “certain things™ are words.

When the evening cicada fell silent

I grasped the word

I'had been searching for.
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(17) “At the Speed of a Canoe” (1988)

Slowly

At the speed of a canoe cutting through the water
I am searching for words.

My time

Sometimes pauses

But among my friends are a few

Who at such times

Pursue words

All the more avidly.

One of them had been wanting to go to Fiji
And now he is no doubt on one of those islands.
In my dreams

No less than in his

The shadings of things are sharp.

Hanging down over the face of the water
Are the branches of a tree

Like a mangrove.

Words hide beneath them.

I stop time

And send the canoe quietly

In among them.
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(18) “There Is No One” (1988)

Between words and other words
There 1s a still-unknown connection.
Now, upon it

Glares the light

Of this sun at the end of summer.

The silhouettes of the material phenomena in my world

Will, tomorrow, become more distinct.
Someone is always nearby

So all that 1s left here

Are words worn out by use.

There is still time.

Oh, this light at the end of summer!
Search for a place

Where there is no one.

(18) 7Zh b7y

SELSEILX
FIERMOBEERH B,
FZiT, WE

ZDHEDKED O

B ERL TV,
Bhott b 2mRozzix
BHEIZL - EHINTRDEAD,
o b F I na D
fENE L CERSERT L,
T o TR VAT,
R EEH 5,

ZDOHEDKEY DY L
EFiubWnWinwet = A%

£/ S

(19) Carl Sandburg, “Languages” (c. 1900-1910)

There are no handles upon a language
Whereby men take hold of it

And mark it with signs for its remembrance.

It is a river, this language,
Once in a thousand years
Breaking a new course
Changing its way to the ocean.
It is mountain effluvia

Moving to valleys

And from nation to nation
Crossing borders and mixing.
Languages die like rivers.
Words wrapped round your tongue today
And broken to shape of thought
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Between your teeth and lips speaking
Now and today

Shall be faded hieroglyphics

Ten thousand years from now.
Sing—and singing—remember
Your song dies and changes

And is not here to-morrow

Any more than the wind

Blowing ten thousand years ago.
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