Introduction

HE Meiji Restoration of 1868 swept Japan into the

mainstream of world history, introduced new ideas
and alien traditions, and demanded reappraisal of accepted
values in literature as in every other field. For more than
800 years prior to that great turning point in the national
life, two literary classics had been known to every cducated
Japancse: Kokinsha {Collection of Ancient and Modern
Times) and Ise monogaiar: {Tales of Ise), the first an im-
perially commissioned poctic antholegy that dates from
around gos, the second a tenth-century collection of some-
thing over 100 brief stories in which poems are the central
elements. Kokinshi and Ise monogatar: were the indis-
pensable literary baggage of noblemen and court ladies in
the latter part of the Helan period (794-1185), the nex-
haustible lodes mined by generations of earnest medicval
commentators, and the bibles of aspiring poets through the
ages, When the great “scholars of national learning”
{hokugakusha) rcjected Chincse influence in the Toku-
gawa period (1600-1868), inaugurating a new era in the
study of classical Japanese literature, they too directed their
attention primarily tothese works, together with an eighth-
century poetic anthology, Man'yosha (Collection for Ten
Thousand Generations), and a briiliant eleventh-century
novel, Genji monogatari (The Tale of Genji).
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Westerners have come to know The Tale of Genji
through Arthur Waley's translation. French versions of
Kokinshi poems and excellent English transladons of se-
lected poems from Maw'ydshia have also been available for
some years, and the publication of Robert H. Brower and
Earl Miner's Japanese Cour? Poetry has given forcign read-
ers a new understanding and appreciation of the special
social contexts, intellectual and cmotional values and atd-
tudes, native and Chinese traditions, and poetic techniques
that brought forth the pocms preserved in the two great
anthologies. Through the present translation of Ise mono-
gatari, Westerners may become acquainted with a fourth
major resource of the classical literary traditon.®

One can enjoy Tales of Ise without a specialized knowl-
edge of classical Japanese poctry or its social milieu, es-
pecially if one has read The Tale of Genji, which describes
Japanese court society at about the time when Tales of Ise
assumcd its present form, and which shows very clearly the
central role assigned to poctry in that society. As a work of
literature, however, Tales of Ise is less able than TAe Tale of
Genji to stand on its own in a foreign environment. Its
characters are dim, elusive figures. Its prosc passages, re-
mote indeed from Genjs’s exquisite intricacies, are designed
primarily to provide settings for the poems—to scrve as
biack velver cushions against which the gems can flash and
glow, Japanese connoisseurs admire its simple, restrained
style, which they find more subtle and sophisticated than
claberate description, but in English the velvet wears thin;
the language tends to be flat and banal. And the jewels
themselves look a bit dull, Tales of Ise has traditionally
heen esteemed as a handbook for poets, sne that demon-
strates better than any other the attitudes and accasions that

1 Notes will be found at the back of the book, beginning on p. 156
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should inspirc poctry, and the manner in which poems
should be written. Yet these famous verses, the heart of the
work, sound distressingly trivial in translation.

The reader may find it nscful, therefore, o learn some-
thing about the origins of classical Japanese poetry and
about its technical complexitics, conventions, standards,
and self-imposed limirations. This can best be done by con-
sulting Brower and Minet's invaluable study, but minimal
guidelines are provided in the following pages, which also
deal with questions pertinent to Tales of Ise alone—its title,
authorship, date, structure, and the like—and with Ari-
wara Narihira, the great ninth-century poct whose shadow
fiovers over these pages.

JAPANESE COURT POETRY IN THE NINTH AND
TENTH CENTURIES

Tales of Ise is anonymous and of uncertain date, and so are
2 majority of its poems, hut it is probably safc to assume
that few, if any, of the poems are more recent than gso, and
that most of them were written during the ninth century.”
The pocms coincide roughly in period, therefore, with
those in the first imperial anthology of Japancse pectry,
Kokinshit, or Collection of Ancient and Modern Times, In
whose title “ancient times” means cssentially the carly
decades of the ninth century. There are, moreover, basic
similarities of theme, technique, and tonc between the two
collections, as well as a partial duplication of content. The
kinds of poems considercd worthy of an imperial anthel-
opy were also the kinds admired by the unknown author
or authors of Jse monogatari, and they represent the prac-
tice and taste of contemporary court society. They were in-
deed so peculiarly 2 product of that society that they cannot
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be discussed without reference to it, Let us consider, for
example, the poetic criteria articulated by Ki no Tsurayuki
{884-046), the principal literary critic of his day, whose
preface to Kokinshia systematized and formalized existing
practice. Brower and Miner say of Tsurayuki:

The central value in Tsurayuki’s poetic ideal ... was a strong
sense of decorous elegance which involved an emphasis on style,
a proper poetic diction, an accepted range of forms and themes,
and virtuosity, A good poem was one that responded to given
sititations with purity of diction and in ways sanctioned by tra-
dition, but one that also possessed a certain originality of treat-
ment. There was a tendency to view materials, subjects, and
decorum as aspects of diction, and attitude, technique, and
themes as aspects of tone. Such a distinetion, reflected in the
Preface to the Kokinshd by the terms kotobs, “diction,” and
kokoro, “spint,” was to remain throughout the tradition as the
central concept of the Japanese poetic.?

The phrase “decorous clegance™ strikes closc to the es-
sence not only of Tsurayuki’s poetie, but alse of the cultural
milieu from which the poetic emerged ; the words carry the
scent of the hothouse atmosphere in which aristocratic
Heian poets breathed and worked. This central quality in
Heian culture, which Sir George Sansom has called “the
rule of taste,™ resulted from the interaction between a con-
scious emphasis on sobriety, restraint, and formality, and a
somewhat naive and romantic emotionalism and love of
nature, reinforced by a haunting sense of the transience of
worldly things, and zccompanied by a stubborn predilec-
tion for the beautiful, the decorative, and the opulent. The
leaders of this little band of aesthetes walked the tightrope
of sensibility with sure-footed artistry, though their less
gifted followers lived in constant danger of a tumble into
sentimentality.
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The rule of tastc governed cvery aspect of a nobleman's
life—the manner in which he performed his official func-
tions, his cholce of avocations and amusements, his clothing
and domestic arrangements, his social relationships, and
his attitiude toward nature. The importance of the rile led
to anxious dehiberation, for the insecure, in such apparently
trivial matters as choosing between lavender letter paper
and blue, because a false step might cxpose the offender to
mortifying censure. Letter writing was a major preoccupa-
tion of the society; by correspondence courters and ladies
kept in touch with friends and relatives and conducted the
amorous intrigues to which much of their leisure was de-
voted. Paper and handwriting were subjected to highly
critical scrutiny. The author of The Gossamer Years, a
tenth-century court lady’s diary, says huffily of a message
from an admirer, “The paper was rather unbecoming for
such an occasion, I thought, and the handwriting was as-
tonishingly bad. Having heard that he was an accom-
plished penman, I wondered indeed whether he might not
have had svmeone else write it.”* The handwriting of a
cultivated person was expocted to reflect impeccable taste—
elegance, sophisticated simplicity, and perfect balance.

Readers of The Tale of Genjr will recall similar displays
of fastidiousness, especially in matters having to do with
personal attire. Descriptions and appraisals of court ladies’
toilettes also account for much of the bulk of other Heian
literary works, including the diary of Gesnj's author,
Murasaki Shikibu. The humiliation of onc feckless butter-
fly, transhxed for posterity by Murasaki’s sharp eye, is a
famous example. “That day,” Murasaki wrote, “all the
ladies dressed with the utmost magnificence. One however
was guilty of a lapsc of taste in the color combination at
her wrist, and all the great nobles and other courtiers no-
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ticed it when she cleared away the things from the imperial
presence. ... It was nothing very serious, but ovne shade
looked a bit pale.”™”

Especially important to the content and tone of court
poctry was the rule of taste as it applied to the natural
world, The lives and interests of the nobility centered on
the imperial city of Heian, To be forced to reside in the
provinces was to be exiled; long journeys were undertaken
with extreme reluctance, attended by timerous (if just-
ficd} misgivings about the dangers of the road, and la-
mented in floods of plaintively nostalgic pocms. But the
incomparable beauty of Japan’s mountains and streams
persuaded these city dwellers to build suburban villas and
hunting lodges, and to venrure on pilgrimages to nearby
shrincs and temples. No pastime was considercd more ele-
gant, and none was more typical of the age, than a brief
excursion into the countryside, where, with a few conv
paniens, a gentleman sipped wine and composed verses in-
spired by the cver-changing face of nature. In the capital
itself, every aspect of nature could be observed in the land-
scapc gardens of the great mansions, whose lakes, streams,
hills, rocks, and plants were designed with infinite pains
to suggest weil-known scenic places and to appear to ad-
vantage at different scasons of the year. There one might
watch the nocturnal voyaging of the harvest moon, sclect a
single perfect chrysanthemum to accompany a gift, or,
seated alone of a wintry morning, indulge in elegant mus-
ings on the resemblance between plum blossoms and snow.

No well-bred person remained unmoved 1 the presenee
of nature, and few aristocrats allowed their reactions to
pass unrecorded in verse, A nature poem was cxpected to
demonstrate a capacity for closc obscrvation, a keen appre-
ciation of beauty, and, most important, a sensitivity to the
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poignancy inherent in the relationship between beauty,
ephemerahty, and the human conditdon. On viewing a
cherry tree in full bloom, somconce like Prince Genii, the
idealized hero of The Tale of Genp, was likely to write of
the cvanescence of the blossoins, or to reflect that although
the tree would bloom again, man’s own springtime comes
but once. In the cicada’s papery husk and the withering
plumes of summer grasses, Heian pocts recognized the
tyranny of time; and nature’s more permanent agpects in-
spired them to melancholy reflections on (he brevity of
human existence and the uncertaintics besctting man’s
troubled passage through the world,

A courticr responeded, then, o the first green of spring, to
snowfall, mist, and rain, to the scattering of blossoms. And
the tone of the responsce was the tone of Hedan socicty. Its
basis was a love of beauty so sophisticated, so highly refined,
that it permitted no careless outpouring of spontaneous
feeling. Emotion was conveyed through understatement
and veiled allusion, through the subtle, half-spoken evoca-
tion of a mood; it was contained within channels of for-
mality and propriety and expressed with decorous ele-
FANCe,

The cultivated man was expected to display equal taste
and sensitivity in his relations with others. He conducted
affairs of the heart with delicate solicitude for the lady’s
teclings, as when Prince Genyi, blundering into a relation-
ship with an awkward, red-nosed princess, made himself
permanently responsible for her happiness because it was
clear that she would never attract another suitor.” In other
social relationships as well, the requisites were tact, a ready
wit, and discernment—the ability to grasp the puances of a
stmation and respond appropriately, preferably in verse.

Poetry concerned with human relations reflects these so-
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ctal requirements, and so does most nature poetry, because
natural phenomena are almost invariably presented in
terms of their effect on man 10 a specific situation with so-
cial connotations. Hetan poems are occasional picces, in-
struments of social intercourse, and much of ther interest
derives from the circumstances of their composition. How
well has the poet met the implicit challenge? How skill-
fully has he shown his mastery of the rule of taste?

Kokinshi and Tales of Ise both contain the following
pocm by Ariwara Narihira (KKS 884, IM 82):

Akanaku ni Must the meon disappear
Madaki mo sukino  In such haste,

Kakururu ka Leaving us still unsatisficd ?
Yama no ha nigeic Would that the mountain rim
lrczu mo aranan. might flee

And refuse to receive her,

It is apparent, of course, that Narihira and others have
been watching the moon, and that they regret its setting.
The ritnal of gazing at the moon has the prestige of Chi-
nese precedent, familiar from innumerable poems and
paintings, and 1s thus immediately elassifiable as a geatle-
man’s pursuit. The poct also demonstrates the requisite
feeling for the impermanence of beauty. But it is the apt
response to specific circumstances that makes the poem
truly clegant. To appreciate the response, we need the
background provided by Tales of I5€’s prose context, which
revcals that the imperial prince Koretaka, off on a hunting
ter with a group of attendants, has spent most of a long
spring day under blua';omlng chcrry trees, sipping wine
and chanting verses. At the prinee’s villa, the company has
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sat far into the night, gazing at the moon. When at last the
moon sinks toward the hills and the prince prepares to re-
tire, Narihira detains him with the poem Akanaks i, a
graceful, cornpressed allegorical expression of sentiments
that in another society might be spelled out at tedious
length: *“Today has been a rare experience. You have al-
lowed us to accompany you to the ficlds; you have enter-
tained us most graciously at dinner. We shall never forget
the cherry blossoms at Nagisa, the poems on the return
journey, or the stories this cvening as the moon climbed the
skies, It is hard indeed that such a day in such company
must cnd. Will you not linger with us a while? Life with
1ts precious moments passes as swiftly as the moon crosses
the beavens; let us enjoy it while we may.”

In the eyes of Japanesc critics, Akanaku =i succeeds be-
cause it combines grace, sensigvity, and wit in a moving
expression of the dominant aesthetic ideal of the age, the
blend of elegance and pathos known as meno no aware.
The same is thought to be true, in varying degree, of the
other poems in Ise monogaiari—all are model responses to
social situations, cvoking mono no awarc, the pathos of life,
by means of apt metaphors, elegant diction, and images
rich in litcrary connotations.

The Western reader who knows something of Japanese
classical literature may, however, question the claim of a
poem like Akanaks ni to wit, originality, or genuine cmo-
tion. The Heian Japanese very early abandoned the free-
dom and cxperimentation of the Man’yésh# period and
limited themselves to a 31-syllable, s-iine verse form and a
rigidly restricted range of topics, techniques, vocabulary,
and images, The rules of the game left scant room for what
we should regard as creative cxpression, Tsurayuki and his
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colleagues dictated the acceptable themes: love, nature,
travel, sorrow, happy events, and a few others. These are,
to be surc, universal poetic staples, but nevertheless the list
represents a rejection of such topics as poverty, warfare,
and the life of the lower classes, which had been exploited
in earlier periods but were now stigmatized as vulgar, dis-
tressing, and violent,

Similarly, the Kokinshda arbiters of taste prescribed a lim-
ited range of poctic techniques, which werce to grow weari-
somcly familiar with the passage of time, One of the most
important was the pivot word, or kakekotoba, so called be-
cause the poet used it as a pivot between two scries of
sounds with “overlapping syntactical and semantic pat-
terns.” In a rough English approximation, Goldilocks
might have said, after inspecting her bedroom, “I have
seen a bearly credible sight.”

Another standard technique was the associative word, or
engo, “a word that has or creates an ‘association’ with a
preceding word or situation, often bringing out an addi-
tional dimension of meaning.™ There is a simple example

in Tales of Ise (28):

Nadote kakn Why s it now

Au go katami ni Impossible for us to meet—
Narinken We who were bound togcther
Mizu morasaji to Like the strands of 2 close-woven
Musubishi mono o, basket

Impermeable to water.

The engo is musubishi, a form of musuba, “to bind togeth-
er,” which is homophonous with musubu, “to scoop up
watcr with the hands”; the association is with mizx, “wa-
ter,” in line 4.
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A somewhat less common device, used primarily for for-
mal occasions, was the makura kotoba (pillow word), or
fixed epithet, normally five syllables long: thus, chibaya-
buru, “mighty,” an epithet for “god.” New makura kotoba
had been created freely in the preceding literary period,
but the stock remained virtually stationary during Heian
tirnes, and in many cases the original meaning was only
vaguely surmised. Such sonorous, majestic words were
thought to invest a poem with an aura of dignity and for-
mality.

Similar to the pillow word, but considerably more flex-
ible, was the o (preface), or introductory statement, often
untranslatable, which was joined to “the basic ‘statement’
of the poem , . . by word play, by similarity of sound, or by
an implicd metaphorical relationship,” In the following
travel poemn from Tales of Ise (), the preface is relared to
its statement by an identity of sounds (etsw/utsutsa). The
first two lines serve merely to introduce #tsussa (“reality,”
“onc’s waking moments”) and to furnish an oblique indi-
catien of the poet’s whereabaouts:

Suruga naru Beside Mount Utsu

Utsuno yamabeno  In Suruga

Utsutsu ni mo I can see you

Yume ntmohitont  Neither waking

Awanu narikeri. Nor, alas, even in my dreams,

Diction, imagery, allegory, metaphaor, and simile nffered
certain possibilities for freshness and variety, but only about
2,000 words and a preseribed list of images were acceptable,
and metaphors tended to conform to predictable patterns.
In the poem below (IM 16), the reader knows at once that
somneonc is asking a man to marry a girl:

13



Introduction

Miyoshinoe no The wild goose that shelters
Tanomunokarimo  On Miyoshino’s fields
Hitaburu ni Cries that it looks

Kim: ga kata ni zo In your direction

Yoru to naku naru. And in no other,

By the end of the classical period, the wild goose had ap-
peared many times in the role of 2 young girl, and she was
a rather tired old bird.

In the ninth century, however, the wild goose was young
and the full potentialities of kakekotoba and engo were yet
to be tapped. Narihira stands on the threshold of the classi-
cal tradition ; his moon poem is no mere ntellectual exer-
cise sustained by shopworn verbal tricks, no lace curtain
mono no aware, but the real thing. And onc can say the
samc, with certain reservations, of other poems in Tales of
Lie.

But cven though some Ise poets may have been inno-
vators who helped to shape the classical tradivion, arc not
poems like Akanaks i litthe morce than adaptations of Chi-
nese prototypes! The question raises still others. How did
the ninth-century Japancse deveclop the sct of values sym-
bolized by the phrasc mono no aware? What accounts for
the peculiarly social role of their poctry, and for the im-
portance of that role? How original is even the best Japa-
nese court poetryF Without some notion of the cxtent of
Chincsc influence in ail these matters, one can neither ap-
praise the poetry in Tales of Ise nor properly understand
the cultural milicu from which it emerged.

CHINA AND THE JAPANESE POETIC TRARITION

Tales of Ise, like all recorded Japanese literature of its day,
is a product of court society, written by and for members
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of a tiny clite of perhaps a thousand persons, or ahout one-
tenth of one per cent of the tatal population. And it owes its
place in literary history to a rather peculiar feature of that
society—the importance attached to the composition and
recitation of the 3z-syllable classical verse known as the
waka, or “Japancse poem.” To understand how poctry
came to occupy a central pesition in the cultural life of the
Japanese aristocracy, onc must look for 2 moment ar the
source of Japan’s higher civilization, China—and particu-
larly at the great "["ang empire (618906}, upon whose
cultural riches the Japanesc drew with insatiable ardor and
lasting eftect during the seventh, cighth, and early ninth
centuries.

The Confucian Ideal. Around the beginning of the sev-
enth century, when large-scale Japanese borrowing began,
Chinese civilization was already 2,000 years old, Confucius
had died a millennium earlicr. One great empire, the Han
(206 B.c.~aD. 220), had risen and perished; and a second,
the T"ang, was entering its glorious carcer after the 330-
year interlude of political disunity known as the Six Dy-
nasties period {ca, 222-ca. 580}, during which barbarian
states had occupicd the ancient scat of civilization in the
north, and the center of Chinese culture had shifted to the
south.

During the Han dynasty, there had cvolved = concept of
government that was basically to affect the development of
Chinese literature, and thus of Japanese literature as well.
It postulated the necessity of a specially trained and spe-
cially selected governing class, and it identified that class
with the Confucian literati, who were thought to be the
“cultivated men” envisioned in the famous essay known as
“The Great Learning.”* The naturc of the education and
personal traits desirable in such scholar-bureaucrats was
still somewhat nebulous in Han times, but tradition and
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the operation of the T"ang civil scrvice examination systerm
had prescribed their essential attributes fairly clearly by
the period with which we are concerned.

-The ideal product of the T"ang examination system was
a man who had devored years to studying the lessons of the
past, as recorded in official historics and the teachings of
the philosophers; who applied as an official the knowledge
and wisdom thus acquired; and who used his leisure hours
to “cultivate his person” for the good of the state. He as-
pired to skill in calligraphy, for example, because he and
fiis peers felt that handwriting was an index of character—
only the serenity and confidence born of uprightness and
wisdom could produce brush strokes that combined
strength with elegance, and firmness with sensitivity and
moderation. He was a good amateur painter, because he
hoped to enrich his spirit and discipline his mind by con-
templating the mysterics of nature and by mastering the
cxacting materials, the silk and brush, that permitted no
hesitancy, no false starts or erasures. (He did not ateempt
to become more than an amateur, because he regarded the
professional painter as an artisan.} He performed and lis-
tened to improving music, which by its purity, restraint,
and classic balance promoted qualitics of gravity and de-
corum. Popular music he regarded as subversive of man’s
higher instincts.

Taste 10 literature was governed by similar consider-
ations. The T"ang man of letters ignared or attacked works
of fiction because he considered them tissues of lies and
suspected them of undermining the qualities of sincerity,
honor, nobility, and decorum that had to be cultivated, par-
ttcularly among the ruling clite, if the nation were to be
properly ordered. Classical poetry he esteemed as the high-
est form of literature. There could be no more dignified
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and wholesome employment of one’s free hours than savor-
ing the poems of past generations and composing what one
hoped might be considered worthy successors, To a Con-
fucian gentleman, composing poetry, like painting and
playing music, was a form of sclf-discipline and selfam-
provement. He did not simply sit down and toss off a
lover's lament or an effusion on the beauties of nature. He
ordered his thoughts coolly and sobcrly. He considered the
philosophical implications of his theme. Summoning the
wraiths of earlier poems on similar topics, he added subtle
overtones for the perceptive reader by borrowing a pair of
adjectives, a turn of speech, or an allusion. And finally,
with duc attention to complicated rules of prosody, he pro-
duced a few choice lines,

The Confucian value system, in short, assigned to poetry
a role that was political, moral, and social; poctry was a
useful adjunct to government because it impreoved the qual-
ity of the ruling class. Official sponsorship at the highest
level 1s the basic reason for the predominant place of poetry
in the literary tradidons of China and Japan. In both coun-
tries it was taken for granted that a cultivated man would
compose poems; poetry writing was not only an approved
but a compulsory avocation.

In Japan, where imported values faced persistent indige-
nous challenges, and also in China, especially during pe-
riods of political turmaoil, the moral and peolitical benefits
to be denived from versification sometimes were at best
perfunctorily recognized. Confucian sponsorship guaran-
teed poetry respectability and a continuing social role, but
did not prevent it from developing along lines that were
often notably not Confucian. This was particularly true in
China during the Six Dynasties period, whose poetic prac-
tice was admired and imitated by Heian courtiers.
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