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Tokyo is one vast timepiece. Its little alleys and great avenues, its forgotten canals and temples, make up the face of a great watch. Its months and weeks are beat out in traffic bearing into the capital from the northern rice paddies. The city’s hours and minutes and seconds are meted out in buildings torn down and the ones that rise; in land reclaimed from the sea. Time is counted out with incense sticks; with LEDs; with atomic lattice clocks. It is measured by the lives of all who move within the Yamanote Line that circles the city’s old heart and the Kantō Plain beyond.
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The Bells of Time


The Five O’Clock Chime sounded, its notes drifting across Shiba Park. Every night, all over the city, Tokyo’s loudspeakers broadcast what’s called the bōsai wireless at 5:00 p.m. sharp. It’s a xylophone lullaby that tests the city’s emergency broadcast system. Across Japan, the tunes vary, but Tokyo stations usually play the song ‘Yūyake Koyake’. The words are: With sunset, the day darkens./ On the mountain, the Bell of Time sounds./ Hand in hand, shall we go home, along with the crows?/ Once the children are back, a great full moon shines./ In the dreams of the birds, a sky of glittering stars.


The evening loudspeakers weren’t playing ‘Yūyake Koyake’, but something else. I didn’t recognize the song, and was wondering what it was, when twining through the recorded broadcast I heard another sound, the bell from Zōjō-ji, the ancient temple near Tokyo Tower.


The single toll rang out almost like a chord: one high note deepening out into a low one. I followed the sound. Passing through the temple’s Triple Gate, I could see the huge bell in an open stone tower and the bell-ringer in his dark indigo robes. He was very young. A thick rope of purple, red and white threads dangled from the horizontal shumoku, the wooden bar used to ring the bell. The boy hung on to the cord, rocking the shumoku back a little, and then again, before he slammed it like a battering ram into the green bronze bell. Dragging on the rope, the boy threw his entire weight backward, falling and falling until he was almost sitting on the tower’s flagstones; then the recoil drew him up, up again. The entire motion looked like a recording run backwards; a fall magically reversing itself.


Japan is a country of bells. When I was little, someone gave me a Japanese wind chime, a flimsy thing shaped like an airy pagoda: the five eaves of the three-tiered roofs each jangled with little bells, and five pendant hollow cylinders that rang when they struck each other. Fishing twine held the toy together. Maybe because the threads were clear, the wind chime always looked as if it were about to fly away from itself. 


No one ever hung it up, and eventually the lines tangled until their knots were snarled past straightening: the music would not come at all.


But the chime was my first East: the shine of metal, shimmering notes, night winds.


After the last toll, the ringer unhooked the multicolored cord and threw it over his shoulder and set off up a long flight of stairs until he disappeared into Zōjō-ji’s Main Hall.


A small metal plaque on the tower read: ‘Shiba Kiridōshi. One of Edo’s Bells of Time.’


Before Tokyo was Tokyo, it was called Edo. From the early seventeenth century, Edo was the de facto political center of Japan, though Kyoto remained the country’s capital until 1868, as it had been since the year 794. At first, only three bells sounded the hours: one in Nihonbashi, inside the prison at the city’s heart; another near the northeastern temple to the goddess of mercy; and the third in Ueno, near the city’s northern Demon Gate. As Edo grew – by 1720, more than a million people lived in the city – the Tokugawa shoguns licensed more time-telling bells: in Shiba, by Tokyo Bay. East of the Sumida River, in Honjo. In the western district of Yotsuya, at the Heavenly Dragon temple. Southwest of the center, in the hills of Akasaka, where the Tokyo Broadcasting Service headquarters stands now. To the west, in Ichigaya, near the Defense Ministry. And far to the northwest, in Mejiro, near the district where the city’s worst fire broke out in 1657.


The bells tolled the hours, so the shogun’s city would know when to wake, when to sleep, when to work, when to eat.


Beside the metal plaque was a map showing the sound range of each bell, a series of circles overlapping each other like raindrops in a still pool. Raindrops frozen at the moment they strike water.


Just before he died in 2003, the composer Yoshimura Hiroshi wrote a book called Edo’s Bells of Time.


Yoshimura once worked as a sound designer. He could build an entire universe from a scrap of music, a few verses, the name of a hill or a well or a river. In his last book, Yoshimura described Tokyo as the blind must know it: the footsteps of workers going home through Ueno Park; the clattering of coins thrown into offertory boxes at temples and shrines; hecklers yelling at a clumsy bell-ringer for the joya no kane, the bells rung on the first midnight of the New Year. 108 times; 108 for the number of corrupting worldly desires.


The shogun’s city has almost completely disappeared, Yoshimura wrote. Not just the buildings and gardens, but the city’s soundscape, too. In Bells of Time, Yoshimura drifted through the vast city, listening for noises unchanged in three hundred years. Some were too subtle for twenty-first-century Tokyo – the sound of lotuses, opening at dawn. Crowds would gather every summer, listening out for the crack of buds rippling across Shinobazu Pond. Can we imagine how sensitive people were then? But some sounds of Edo do survive: vendors shouting in the markets; the glass wind chimes carried through the city on carts every July; and the tolling of the time-telling bells.


Yoshimura believed that a temple bell’s sound was as much about silence as about its ringing. And that when it tolled, the bell drank up all life around it.


The shogun is gone, but you can hear what he heard, Yoshimura wrote. The note opens outward. The sound holds within itself the movement through time.


I decided to follow Yoshimura, and look for what was left of his lost city. I would take not the elevated expressway routes, or the Yamanote Line railway that rings the heart of Tokyo, but trace areas in which the bells could be heard, the pattern that on a map looked like raindrops striking water. Winds could carry the ringing notes far out into Tokyo Bay; or the rain silence them as if they had never existed.


A circle has an infinite number of beginnings. The direction I walked would change, just as the circles on the map could change.


There were boundaries, but they were not fixed.
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Daibo Katsuji was famous, though for years I didn’t know how famous, for his coffee and especially for the way he poured it. Over fine coffee grounds he would let fall one drop, two drops, then three, until the water trickled down in a glittering chain.


Daibo’s black hair was cropped like a monk’s. Every day he wore a shining white shirt, black trousers and a black apron: a uniform that never varied and that resembled an ascetic’s robes. He had fine dark eyes and a dark blue stain on his lower lip, perhaps a birthmark. He was a slight man, but not when he stood behind his counter.


No one found Daibo’s cafe by accident. You had to know it was there, before you climbed the narrow stairs. The room was small – just twenty seats – the kind of narrow rectangle the Japanese call an eel’s nest.


Tokyo is a restless city, where everything changes and shifts, but not Daibo Coffee. It was always the same.


It was a small cafe on the first floor, above a ground-floor ramen counter. Then the ramen counter turned into a coin locker for left luggage. Before the ramen counter existed, there had been a boutique. The floor above the cafe was a sword-dealer’s. On the top floor, I think, someone sold netsuke: tiny people, animals, imaginary creatures carved out of ivory or bone or wood. Then the other owners retired or moved and the entire building emptied out, except for Daibo. He never left, except for three days every August when he went north to the Kitakami mountains in Iwate, where he was born.


From one end of the room to the other flowed a rough counter made of pine that Daibo had retrieved from a lumber yard where, he said, it had been ‘floating’.


Every morning, Daibo roasted coffee beans. He would open the windows and the smoke would drift down Aoyama dōri and even to Omotesandō Crossing. Summer and winter, spring and fall.


The beans rattled with a sound like a child’s rainmaker toy, like lottery balls. Drifting over that sound was the jazz Daibo loved. The music would disappear – drowned out by a siren, traffic, rain, shrilling cicadas – and then reappear as if it had never been gone.


Daibo cranked his one-kilogram roaster barrel with one hand and held a book in the other, putting it down to test the beans inside the barrel with a blackened bamboo scoop. Then he picked up his paperback, and read on.
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‘Hibiya’




Hibiya contains relics of all Tokyo’s eras – trees said to be as old as the city, a fragment of the castle escarpment, a bandstand in the original park, a bronze fountain . . .


Edward Seidensticker












Hibiya


Night and the city poured into the room.


The hotel’s north wing opened out onto Ōtemachi’s office blocks. Opposite my window, an unbroken wall, from the tarmac to the sky, and beyond it wall after glassy wall, every vertical plane broken by square or rectangular panels; in each frame, a human figure, and in some, two or three. Where the windows were blank the glow was watchful and the buildings that crowded up against the hotel might have been television monitors that instead of projecting little dramas watched me looking outward, me with one hand on the blinds.


I moved to another wing. The new room faced Hibiya and the waters of Wadakura bori, one of the canals that ring the Imperial Palace: a labyrinth of waters around the old citadel. Instead of ten thousand windows, the huge dry-walled stones carved for the old citadel.


The city had disappeared.


I was almost at the heart of the spiral of canals around the palace, but I couldn’t see it.


‘So, you’re interested in time,’ Arthur said. We were sitting at Daibo’s long counter, drinking milk coffees from tea bowls. Arthur was an American translator who wrote books in Japanese. ‘Well, the original space–time word is kan.’


I thumbed through my dictionary, frowning. ‘. . . What about jikū?’


Arthur smiled. ‘That’s just the official word. I take the official word, dissect it and pull it apart. If you come up with something good and get the word out there first, you win.’


Where English has a single word for ‘time’, Japanese has a myriad. Some reach backward into the ancient literature of China – uto, seisō, kōin. From Sanskrit, Japanese borrowed a vocabulary for vastness, for the eons that stretch out past imagination toward eternity: kō. Sanskrit also lent a word for time’s finest fraction, the setsuna: ‘particle of an instant’. From English, the Japanese took ta-imu. Ta-imu is used for stopwatches and races.


‘In the West,’ Arthur said, ‘we look at time as a progression, as something abstract marching toward some end that we don’t know and can’t see. But you should remember that Japanese time is told in animals, in the Zodiac. The Japanese used to see time as a creature.’


‘I don’t know that story.’


‘You don’t know about the Zodiac? You’ve never heard about the Great Race? It goes, “Once upon a time, the Buddha summoned all the animals in the world to visit him before he left earth for nirvana. But only twelve animals bothered to show up – the mouse, dragon, monkey, ox, snake, rooster, tiger, horse, dog, rabbit, sheep and pig. To thank them, the Buddha broke time down into a twelve-year cycle. And then he made each animal a guardian of one year.” People still feel connected to the Zodiac here. The year you were born defines who you are. I was born in 1967, the Year of the Sheep.’


Arthur said something I didn’t understand to Daibo, who was across the counter. Daibo laughed.


‘The Zodiac clock answers questions like, why isn’t the cat there? (The mouse didn’t wake the cat, so the cat missed out on seeing the Buddha. That’s why the cat and the mouse are enemies.) Why is the mouse first? (It sneaked onto the ox’s hoof and jumped off before the ox could greet the Buddha.) Each animal has its own identity and a reality to go with it. Don’t forget that for the people of old Japan, the mouse was in the kitchen, not a picture book. On old Japanese clocks, each number was also associated with its own animal. And everyone knows that ghost stories begin, It was the hour of the cow . . .’


‘“The hour of the cow”. . .!?’


‘That means 3 a.m. The depth of night. When the ghosts come out.’


Arthur finished his coffee. Then he walked to the end of the bar, paused by the telephone stand and bowed to Daibo. After the door shut, I could see him through its glass panes, hoisting his backpack on his shoulders and then dashing down the narrow staircase.


He was late.
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Daibo began to recognize me. After I had been in Japan a few months, we could at last speak to each other. I recited dialogues straight out of a Berlitz phrasebook. When I didn’t know a word, I would mime what I wanted to say.


Always, between sentences, long gaps while I flipped through my phrasebook. Some pauses lasted almost a minute, while Daibo waited across the counter, unhurried, expectant.


Daibo liked slowness. He once wrote that he wanted customers to fall asleep while he made their coffee. He had been born in Iwate, in the far north of Honshu: snow country. But though he wasn’t from Tokyo, Daibo said, it was Tokyo that had made him who he was.


The English poet James Kirkup, who was living in Tokyo at the time of the first Olympics in 1964, wrote that the coffee bars were ‘a way of life to Tokyo’s students, who study there, write letters, keep dates, telephone, and even sleep in them.’ Coffee houses were like London’s clubs in the days of Dr. Johnson. But you had to watch out for ‘phoneys, both Japanese and Western’, all very consciously scribbling poems or ‘planning “daring” exhibitions.’ Which was rich, coming from a poet.


Daibo had come of age in those jazz cafes of the 1960s, when, in their hushed darkness, coffee bars began to resemble temples. But though Daibo Coffee had the stillness and the austerity of a Zen temple, it had a generous atmosphere, a forgiving one; Daibo had nothing of the judgmental strictness of the coffee master at Ginza’s iconic Café de l’Ambre. That man was rumored to throw out anyone who dared ask for milk or sugar with the holy liquid without warning him first.


The coffee bars, Kirkup wrote, were one of Japan’s few democratic institutions because they were open to everyone. At Daibo Coffee, a famous painter might sit beside a runaway schoolgirl, the conductor Ozawa Seiji beside a flamenco artist; an advertising executive beside a flea-market trader. Daibo treated everyone the same.


Daibo said the customer already had to work hard just finding his cafe; and the great boulevard Aoyama dōri below was chaos enough. Let someone climb the narrow stairs, sit and strip away armor built up over a week, or even over a lifetime. 


If you leave them alone and make their coffee right, said Daibo, then slowly, gently, people will return to their true selves.
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‘Nihonbashi’




Throughout the Tokugawa period, Nihonbashi was the zero point from which all distances throughout the realm were measured, and it was across Nihonbashi that all formal processions visiting or departing from the shogun’s court passed.


Theodore C. Bestor












Nihonbashi: The Zero Point


For more than two hundred years, the first Bell of Time rang the hours from within the prison of the Tokugawa shoguns. Three strikes, twelve times a day.


The clock and the jail were one.


‘The execution ground was over there,’ the groundskeeper said. He wore a pink T-shirt under a faded black jumpsuit. He pointed. ‘The jail went as far as that primary school.’ He sported aviator shades, and his gelled hair whipped into peaks like a J-pop star.


The Kodenmachō prison has been reborn as a children’s park, its earth hidden underneath gravel crushed into gunmetal grains and silver grit. The place felt antiseptic, clean, as if it had been singed or cauterized. Everything was monochrome, except for the metal stairs up to the children’s slide: those were painted a brilliant red.


The bell itself still hangs in the upper story of a pale yellow brick tower built in the Imperial Crown Style of the 1930s. The bronze bell is remote, unreachable. A dragon coils itself around the bell’s crown.


The park smelled of hot tarmac and dust and rain. A few office workers huddled together under construction hoardings near the school fence, smoking. At the bell tower’s base, a homeless man slept. As I watched him, he turned over, tucking his knees up to his chin, like a child. Beyond him grew two pine trees and a few yucca plants in flowerbeds shored up with dull rocks. Beyond them were rough stones carved with calligraphy, and an obelisk roped away behind iron chains.


I asked the groundskeeper what the writing on the stones read.


‘I wouldn’t know,’ he answered. ‘Got no interest in them.’ He turned away from me and went back to raking up cigarette butts, dry leaves, trash. The broom’s bristles left round swirls in the pale grit: a circle, a zero, traced backward. The groundskeeper was surrounded by these swirls, like Zen ensō, those almost-complete circles that represent the emptiness of all things.


A salaryman in suit and shirtsleeves walked over to the concrete pavilion and said a few words, his voice low, to the sleeper, who woke up, slowly.


Beside the climbing frame stood three worn playground animals mounted on springs: a panda, a koala, a red creature that became invisible if you looked at it head-on.


When I glanced back at the bell, the homeless man had moved away from the tower, and was lashing his possessions onto a wooden dolly which he covered with a light blue tarp. Then he threw his weight against the handle and dragged everything off toward Dai-Anraku-ji, a temple founded in the 1870s ‘to comfort the souls’ of the tens of thousands who had died at Kodenmachō from the 1610s, when the jail was first built, until 1875, when it closed.


The salaryman threw down a cigarette and stamped it out. He leaned backward against one of the bell tower’s pillars and closed his eyes.


The jail was older than the Tokugawa shogunate and outlasted it too. For more than two hundred years, Kodenmachō housed the city’s prison: home to pickpockets and arsonists and murderers, troublemakers and gamblers and dissidents. Judgments were not subject to appeal and death sentences were carried out immediately. One inmate described the prison’s atmosphere as ‘reminiscent of the Warring States period – with desperate men spurring each other on and learning to laugh in the face of impending doom.’


Edo also had two public execution grounds, which stood at its northern and southern gateways. As the city grew, so over time the execution grounds relocated further outward, following the city limits as they moved: from Shibaguchi to Shinagawa and then Suzugamori in the south; in the north, from Asakusabashi to Kotsukappara on the Sumida River’s western bank. But the walled city within a city that was Kodenmachō remained where it was. Outside its Great Gate, criminals were flogged; inside the condemned were tattooed, or waited for judgment; or for exile on the penal islands to the south and west; or for death.


Public punishment in Tokugawa Japan, Daniel Botsman has written, was a form of popular drama. ‘The creation of a horrifying spectacle was more important than [inflicting] pain on an individual wrongdoer.’ The shogunate was careful, though, to hold open-air executions only for the most terrible crimes, lest the crowd sympathize with the condemned, and riot.


In 1876, eight years after the last Tokugawa shogun left the city, the jail was moved westward to Ichigaya. But even after the prison disappeared, Kodenmachō was still considered unclean. The earth itself was believed to be contaminated by kegare, the spiritual pollution brought on by blood and crime.


The writer Hasegawa Shigure grew up near the Kodenmachō district; within the sound of its blacksmiths’ forges and the smells of frying sea snails and camellia-oil shops. In her memoirs, she wrote that the prison was believed to be filthy, which she thought unfair, since ‘innocent people were locked up there as well as the guilty.’ When the jail shut in 1875, the buildings were razed and Hasegawa’s father was offered part of the block where they had stood, but he refused: Absolutely not. Ya da kara, na. He was not a weak man, Hasegawa wrote: he was a samurai, and carried a long sword and guarded Edo Castle in the months after the shogun left and the emperor’s new capital was almost lawless. But for no amount of profit would he overcome his aversion to the site.


Hasegawa’s mother pleaded that he reconsider – we could be land-rich! – but her father was adamant: ‘I heard the shrieks of people being tortured there, tortured for nothing. And men about to be executed. I saw one dragged by his hair to the execution ground. He kept trying to escape. Even after his head was lopped off, his hands were still bound behind his back. And the body was twitching even though he was dead. – I want no part of that place.’


‘Did you come here because you’re a Christian?’ the priest Nakayama asked. ‘I can always tell when a Christian has just visited. They leave white lilies for the Jesuit who was tortured and executed in that jail.’


‘I’m looking for the Bells of Time.’


‘Oh.’ The priest glanced back toward the bell tower. ‘That one used to be in Edo Castle, but it was moved to the prison because the noise irritated the shogun. We only ring it on New Year’s Eve now. It doesn’t have the best tone. Though the more often you strike it, the better it sounds.’


The priest – Nakayama Hiroyuki – was around eighty years old, and had lived at Dai-Anraku-ji since he was fourteen, when his family moved from Kyoto.


Dai-Anraku-ji’s courtyard is a tidal pool, filled with objects brought from other temples, other places and other eras.


A polished stone block considered sacred by the Ainu, the indigenous people of Japan. Inside that stone are the calcified remains of a snake. The sick come to run their palms over the snake’s diamond-shaped head and its scales, and pray for healing. The fossil curves like a whip, or a letter in some unknown alphabet.


A wooden image of the goddess of literature and music: eight-armed Benzaiten. She has enamel eyes, and a smoke-darkened face; in the late nineteenth century she was brought to Dai-Anraku-ji during the Meiji restoration when all across Japan Buddhist temples were being ransacked and destroyed.


‘This Benzaiten is a thousand years old. She was made for the warrior wife of a shogun.’ Nakayama smiled. ‘Four of the goddess’ arms were repaired recently – it cost twelve million yen for each! – and when the craftsmen went to work, the neck wobbled. The woodcarver removed the head and found a tiny copy of the Golden Light Sutra inside. When the sutra was unscrolled, the paper stretched twenty-five meters. There were nine more sutras like that one inside the Benzaiten.’ Nakayama held up his thumb. ‘This was how big it was.’


The Golden Light Sutra is named for its tenth chapter, in which a bodhisattva dreams of a golden drum that ‘lights up the sky like the circle of the sun’. A holy man appears to beat the drum, which calls on those who hear it to repent. The ruler who copied this sutra could ensure that he would flourish and his realm be rich and peaceful; that there would be no sickness or disasters during his reign. In medieval Japan, copies of the Golden Light Sutra were hidden in ceilings to protect a house against lightning, and against bad luck.


The image of Benzaiten had her own tiny red and gold shrine just beside Dai-Anraku-ji, and across from the place where the condemned were executed. The shrine was shaped like a moon gate; the shrine was all door, and almost no building. In the darkness inside, electric candles flickered, picking out the gold leaf on Benzaiten’s slippers, her spangled robes, the eyes of the dragon on her breastplate, the fruit in one of her eight hands. The goddess’ eyes gleam, reflecting all the light there is.


‘The color of the earth near the well was different,’ the priest Nakayama said. ‘Darker.’


It was the place where executioners once washed severed heads before displaying them on pikes at the southern and northern gates into the city. The well was used until 1964. Nakayama watched as the waters, and the capped stones above them, were sealed off.


We were sitting on the floor of a back room in the temple, and drinking tea from Kyoto. Nakayama had said that he might have made coffee, but ‘it would take an hour to roast the beans.’ He was sorry.


The room was empty except for a low red lacquered table, a scroll and a pale wooden go gaming board. Paper screens filtered the light.


‘In 1875 a priest passed by the old Tokugawa prison at Kodenmachō. The jail’s prisoners had just been moved to Yotsuya and the place was being used as a storehouse for food.


‘And at the exact spot where the condemned were beheaded, he saw phosphor rising.’


‘Phosphor . . .?’ I asked.


‘It’s believed that phosphor arises from the souls of the dead.’


Nakayama was as still as the main hall’s image of Kōbō Daishi, the monk who founded the Shingon sect of Buddhism. Nakayama appeared to have no trouble sitting in the seiza position, his legs tucked underneath him. Meanwhile I was trying not to squirm, and failing: my knees were stiff and my calves and ankles hurt. We had been sitting for more than two hours.


‘Did the priest have any family who had been jailed in Kodenmachō? Did he have a connection here?’


‘He was just a priest – from a temple near Azabu and Roppongi. He happened to walk by and saw the strange glow I told you about. He had no relationship with anyone who was executed.’


I asked if Nakayama thought what the priest had seen reflected his shock – that the old order had changed after two hundred and fifty years; that suddenly anyone could speak about what had happened inside the jail.


Nakayama paused. ‘Well, people now don’t understand what “phosphor burning” even means. Seeing it is a skill, like reading palms is a skill – although some can understand what is written on the hand, there are very, very few who still can.’


The darkness of Tokyo a hundred and fifty years ago, in the last years before electric lights: every night the city would have been black. In the twenty-first century’s dazzle of headlights and streetlamps and LEDs and vertical neon signs and halogen bulbs, if phosphor drifted up from the asphalt, no one would notice.


The priest had gone into a restaurant nearby and asked two men he met there for a donation to found the temple. Nakayama smiled. ‘One was Ōkura Kihachirō. The other was Yasuda Zenjirō.’


Both Ōkura and Yasuda created business empires which were among Japan’s first zaibatsu, the influential business conglomerates that dominated Japanese industry before World War Two. The founder of Dai-Anraku-ji was lucky or canny or both.


‘So you think the temple’s first priest really saw something?’


Nakayama toyed with the prayer beads around his wrist. ‘I wasn’t there. I can’t say.’


The children’s school opposite would be torn down soon, Nakayama told me. The district did not have enough children to fill its classrooms. The building that would be constructed in its place would be a nursing home.


During renovation, construction crews uncovered the foundations of the old prison. Nakayama wanted the stones listed as a World Heritage site.


‘You could see where the prisoners got their drinking water and the tiny spaces where they slept. You could see the kitchens that fed them and where they took their baths – that’s when they got a chance to bathe. The condemned were always executed in the same place. That spot was never moved. I wanted the connection – between this time and that – preserved.’


After the ruins were unearthed, the construction company pushed that the nursing home not just go ahead, but that its construction should speed up.


‘I went to the Metropolitan Government to ask that the prison be preserved, but the government said they were powerless to protect what remained, that it was up to the district ward. Archaeologists came to study the ruins, and two Nobel laureates backed preservation, but when the ward held a vote, it went 40:1 in favor of the old folks’ home.’


It was Nakayama who cast the lone dissenting vote.


‘You were up against terrible odds!’ I said, wondering how to say crushing loss in Japanese. There are many words for defeat, if not so many as words for time. The way you lose, and how, matters.


‘Yes.’ Nakayama said. ‘Looking down at the ruins, you could see, in just one glance, how people lived!’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I circulated a petition and the ward decided to preserve the stone walls. You’ll be able to look down and see them through a glass floor.’


‘How did you get the ward to agree to that?’ I asked, thinking of Nakayama’s 40:1 opposition.


He looked pleased. ‘Well, the head of the ward wanted – really wanted – to retire at a certain rank, with certain honors. But if there’d been just one complaint against him, he wouldn’t have gotten them.’


I looked across the lacquered table at Nakayama. 


‘Just one complaint?’ I said.


Nakayama nodded. I looked away from him to his go board in the corner. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I had seen in Japan or anywhere else: both luminous and severe. Go, the game of strategy in which a player tries to surround an opponent’s stones with his own.


‘I’d really hate to play against you,’ I said.


‘That board is too good to use,’ he shrugged. He was still smiling. I almost felt sorry for the old head of the ward.


‘It’s a board only to use when you dream, then.’


‘It’s a shame that we couldn’t have preserved the old prison. You could see what it had been in the early 1600s. It burned twelve times, and after each fire, it was rebuilt, just as it had been, from a map.’


‘Fires . . .’ I thought of the guards, the walls, the iron locks. ‘The people jailed there, did they . . .?’


Nakayama stopped smiling. ‘When the city was burning, the warders would open the doors and let everyone out. When the fires were put out, the prisoners had three days to come back.’


I raised my eyebrows.


‘Oh, yes, they came back. Everyone always came back. If you didn’t come back . . . they would find you. And they’d kill you. It was better just to turn yourself in.’


The nineteenth-century Kabuki playwright Mokuami grew up in Nihonbashi, only ten minutes’ walk from Kodenmachō. In a late play about a samurai caught stealing from the shogun’s vaults (Four Thousand Gold Pieces, Like Plum Leaves), Mokuami takes his audience inside the old prison. He interviewed men who had been inside as guards or convicts, and wrote about the inmates’ secret language and their routines, about their hierarchies and their honor codes. The play’s jail sequence opens with a poor country actor being forced into ‘the naked dance’, so the men around him can forget their hunger. With an extra stroke of cruelty, Mokuami has the man dance to the beat of a candy vendor’s call from beyond the walls – Kodenmachō was famous for its sweet shops. ‘Better things are coming! Better things are coming!’ sings the actor, weeping.


For two hundred and fifty years, the prison had been a place of terror and mystery. Mokuami depicted newcomers arriving in the western wing (‘the most infamous’), crawling through the door and then between another inmate’s spread legs so every new prisoner would understand that, whatever his status had been outside, now he was nothing. Mokuami portrayed the room’s boss overseeing the prisoners from a tower of tatami mats taken from the weaker among them, the less important convicts, who were mashed together into a space called the Far Road. He wrote about the illness and hunger, pretty boys seeking to defend themselves from the strong, old grudges being settled with beatings, new arrivals punished for failing to bring protection money into the prison. ‘Your fate in hell depends on your cash,’ Mokuami writes, in one of the play’s most quoted lines. ‘This is Hell Number One. There is no Second Place.’


As Mokuami portrayed it, Kodenmachō was a distorted mirror of the city beyond its moat: its rituals and hierarchies and protocols. Inmates were separated according to class and status: samurai whose rank entitled them to an audience with the shogun lived in special quarters above the ground floor. Buddhist monks, Shinto priests and women were also housed in those upper rooms. But below, on the Far Road, an ordinary prisoner who had arrived without money might be forced to share a single tatami mat with six or seven other men and would often have nothing to eat at all.


In Four Thousand Gold Pieces, Mokuami’s Vault-Breaker is admired for his daring, for his panache. The prison boss offers him a fine kimono and sash to wear to his execution. ‘You must die in beautiful clothes,’ the boss says. ‘You deserve them, because of the brilliance of your crime.’


‘It’s very silent,’ Nakayama said. ‘Living here, we have no sense that we’re actually in the heart of a city.’


I followed Nakayama along the corridor, where shadows muffled light and sound and the ceilings rose up so high that they might have opened out onto the sky, though it would surely always have been night, the wood was stained so dark. The corridor angled around a little rock garden – stones and sasanqua trees set around a pool of carp that glided and splashed through the water. It was more Kyoto than Tokyo.


‘Before you enter into the sanctuary, you must purify yourself,’ Nakayama said. He opened a small lacquered disc, and took out a pinch of incense, which he dusted into my hands, motioning me to rub my palms together. ‘And this, please eat,’ he said, passing me a little caddy filled with cloves. I took one tiny spike, and chewed it. I was surprised at how easy the clove was to swallow, and at the sweet bitter taste it left in my mouth.


We stepped up into the Buddhist hall, which though not beautiful, had the venerability of age; over almost a century, smoke has darkened the gold leaf of its rafters. Nakayama switched on a huge LED flashlight and let its beam play over the hall’s sacred image, a Kōbō Daishi, whose face a thousand years of incense had turned the matte color of wet bark.


‘During the 1923 earthquake, people from this area loaded the carving onto a wagon and dragged it to Tokyo Station.’


Crowds, screaming and shoving against each other; the believers piling the heavy wooden figure onto a wooden wagon, and straining with it through smoke, around abandoned cars and carts, around crevasses that had opened in the road surface.


‘These nenju prayer beads. How old would you think they are?’


Nakayama passed the amber beads to me, and I cradled the rosary. I had thought the beads were made of wood, but they were too light even for balsa wood, each glossy sphere faintly pitted with white stipples. I looked at the white silken tassels, which had turned faintly gray. ‘Meiji?’ I asked. ‘A hundred and twenty-five years old?’


‘Very good,’ he said, politely. ‘But they are four hundred years old. They would once have been a light gold. Time flows and flows, constantly. It never stops, not even for a second. Sometimes we may think back, “I should have done this, I should have done that . . .” And it is through those regrets, those reflections, that we move forward . . .’


Above our heads stretched a yellowed scroll: For The Repose And Comfort Of Those Who Died.


‘It’s because we last only for a blink that our lives matter so much,’ Nakayama said.


I stepped out, back into the harsh light of the Kodenmachō sun, opposite the bell that had survived even after the prison around it was erased. Nakayama bowed, smiling again, and went back into his temple. His footsteps were light.
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In 2002 and 2003, as Omotesandō’s bohemian enclaves gave way to developers and Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton shops, my favorite coffee houses shut one by one: Café des Flores on Omotesandō dōri, Aux Bacchanales in Harajuku. Suddenly there were four Starbucks where there had been none. Only Daibo’s was left, in the same place it had been since 1975; its ramshackle four-story concrete building a survivor among glittering steel-and-glass boxes. I brought people I loved, or people I wanted to impress, to watch Daibo roast coffee in the half-light; coffee poured over jagged ice shards in the summer, into porcelain bowls in the winter.


When the shop was quiet, I practiced Japanese with Daibo, who spoke very little English. I would try out phrases and words, but no matter what I said, Daibo was always laughing to himself. I’d call a dictionary a bicycle. Or say cataclysmic catastrophe when I meant the word for minor inconvenience. Daibo loved correcting me. ‘Keep trying!’ he said, convinced that my Japanese would always be awful. Daibo’s wife, who sometimes worked in the coffee shop with him, spoke English to me. Like Daibo, she came from the snow country; they had met in a student production of one of Jean Anouilh’s plays, in the 1960s when French culture was all the rage in Japan. Her family had not wanted him to bring her to Tokyo. Then Daibo persuaded Mrs. Daibo’s grandmother to teach him to make soba buckwheat noodles, and she liked him. Once the grandmother approved of the match, Daibo was allowed to take his bride to the big city.


Mrs. Daibo had a face like a flower: an iris.


When Daibo’s wife wasn’t there, Daibo’s beautiful but forbidding assistant Maruyama took orders and settled the bills. If Daibo went out, or was busy sorting coffee beans, she would make coffee. Maruyama and I never spoke.


The longer I lived in Tokyo, the more Daibo Coffee became the place I went when anything was wrong.


I wasn’t alone.


Once a Japanese madwoman appeared beside me at the counter, where she emptied her enormous handbag: she sifted through lipsticks, dirty Kleenex, packets of unused tissues, pencil stubs and papers and a hairbrush.


Maruyama glared at the woman as she desecrated the pristine counter. Her face looked like a Noh mask: Enraged Beauty. She said nothing, though, because Daibo said nothing. He just smiled.


‘What may I offer you?’ he asked.


‘I wanna cap’ccino. Can you do me one of those?’


‘No, I don’t serve coffee with foamed milk,’ he said.


‘Whaddya mean you don’t!’ she gasped, raking the detritus – makeup, stationery, tchotchkes – back into her leather bag. ‘No cap’ccino! Everyone in the world serves that!’


‘We don’t,’ Daibo said, gentle. ‘Would you like anything else?’


‘Well, gimme coffee with milk, I guess,’ she said.


Daibo turned and brought down a Bizen-ware bowl from the shelf behind him. He once told me that he loved unglazed ceramics, ‘. . . because you can see the way the bowl is fired. The clay tells no lies. It’s just itself.’ Of the Blanc-de-Chine bowls that I always picked – pure white, without any flaws – he said, ‘They’re beautiful, of course, but you never know what’s underneath the glaze. I never quite trust them.’


Daibo pushed the coffee across the counter. As the woman drank it, she became still, quiet, thoughtful.


Then it was my turn.


Daibo put beans for my coffee in a battered old aluminum measuring cup. He ground the beans and put them into the flannel drip he had made himself with unbleached flannel cloth and a thick wire ring he had shaped around a whiskey bottle. He took up a stainless-steel pot and let the hot water fall in a shining thread, one drop at a time, onto the coffee grains. Except for his hands, Daibo was absolutely still.


Daibo poured milk into the coffee, straining it so no skin would form on the surface. The bowl was white like the moon.


Drink this. And heal.
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‘Asakusa’




Sensō-ji demarked the border between this world and another world – the one that separated death from life.


Nam-lin Hur












Asakusa: The Mythic Kantō Plain


The bar had glass walls. Many floors down, the districts of Hanakawado and Kaminarimon unfurled: pale gold headlamps, gold streetlights, golden light under the eaves of Sensō-ji temple, gold on each uplit level of the red-and-gold five-story pagoda beside it. Gold, dappling the Thunder Gate leading to the temple. Philippe Starck’s Flamme d’Or on Asahi Super Dry Hall, which everyone in Asakusa refers to as kin no unko, The Gilded Turd. The SkyTree and a few neon karaoke banners touched the landscape with electric blue. The Sumida River was too dark to see, flowing in blackness to the east.


I was sitting alone at the bar, reading The Lotus Sutra.


It is rare to hear this Law, and a person capable of listening to this Law is rare. It is like the udumbara flower which all the world loves and delights in, but which appears only once in many many ages.


I was wondering what an udumbara flower was, when someone touched my elbow, his fingers light. He was young, with a fine quiff and a good suit.


‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘Our . . . colleague would like to practice his English with you. Will you join us?’


He stumbled over the word colleague, gesturing to the three empty seats between me and an ancient, almost bald man in a pin-striped double-breasted suit. The man had glasses with enormous lenses; his left eye was closed so tightly that it might have been sewn shut.


‘I’m fine sitting here,’ I said, looking down at The Lotus Sutra again.


‘You speak Japanese!’ he said, eyebrows raised with an expression of exaggerated surprise. ‘Wonderful! May we come to you, then?’


I shrugged. The man gestured to the barman, who slid the grandfather’s wine glass along the counter. A waitress brought me a small cocotte: meat and potatoes.


‘You’re not eating?’ I asked. 


‘I never touch Western food.’


‘Well, please forgive me for going first,’ I said, falling back on one of those Japanese conversational formulae that fill in the blanks when you don’t know what to say.


The grandfather handed me his name-card with a flourish: chairman and CEO.


His two young employees left the bar, snickering like small boys when a braver friend threatens to eat something inedible: a live snail, a frog, a jellyfish.


‘Where are you from?’ 


‘I live in England, but—’


‘Piccadilly Shurkush! I love England!’ He took a deep breath and launched into ‘O Danny Boy’. The bar’s other customers studiously ignored him. ‘’Tis I’ll be here in sunshine or in shadow! O Danny Boy! I lo—o-o-o-o-o-ve you so . . .!’ Then he sang a stanza from ‘Love Me Tender’ and finally a ballad in Mandarin. I clapped after the ballad, impressed by his Chinese despite myself.


‘I have a second wife in Taipei and a huge, huge . . .’ he paused, smiling and raising his eyebrows, ‘. . . house here. Thirteen stories! You can see it from that window!’ He pointed to the plate-glass observation window.


‘You live near the temple?’


‘Yes. In Azumabashi, for my whole life.’


‘You weren’t evacuated during the war?’ I didn’t know the word evacuate, so I gestured with my hands as if I were waving a bird away. From the bar top toward the ceiling. ‘For safety?’


‘No. I was in Tokyo the whole time. Bombs kept landing everywhere.’ It was his turn to mimic something that he lacked words for: incendiaries whistling through the air, impact, exploding vectors. ‘I like America, though. What happened was war. No one can do anything once it starts . . . The Americans weren’t bad people.’


He gestured to the wedding ring glittering on my hand. ‘You could never have a second man?’


‘Never,’ I said, sipping my wine. ‘I like simplicity.’


He straightened as if I had insulted him, muttered a brief word to the barman, who slid his glass three seats westward again. He looked longingly at his name-card, as if he wanted to take that back, too.


I kept eating.


The grandfather produced an enormous magnifying glass, and examined his iPhone. ‘Biji-ness,’ he said frostily, tossing back the last of his wine. Then he paid his tab, collected his briefcase and walked unsteadily past me toward the exit. ‘Oh, this is no good! No good! I’m too old for you,’ he said loudly, so that everyone in the restaurant looked over at us; as if he were refusing me.


He looked eastward, toward the thirteen-story house. 


When he was gone, the young bartender frowned at me.  ‘He’s a regular,’ he said. And the next night, when I came into the bar for supper, the hostess was careful to seat me by myself, almost hidden behind the coffee machine.


The novelist Kawabata Yasunari once wrote that, standing on Kototoi Bridge near Asakusa, he could feel the wideness of the Kantō Plain eddying around him. The melancholy of the entire city flowed beneath that bridge.


Nihonbashi and the Kodenmachō jail are where Edo had its origins in 1590, when the first Tokugawa shogun Ieyasu began rebuilding a ruined castle. But Asakusa began at least a thousand years before that, as a village in a landscape empty but for grasses and a labyrinth of rivers. One medieval traveler, a nun from Kyoto, described passing through vast fields where nothing could grow but bush clover, reeds and pampas grasses. The grasses were high enough that a man on horseback could pass through, invisible. ‘For three days,’ the nun wrote, ‘I pressed on through the fields without getting where I wanted to go . . . there was only the plain stretching into the distance far behind and far ahead of me.’


The great river, flowing one way before sometimes changing its course, in spate and in drought, was the single landmark.


The literati of western Japan liked the idea of the eastern badlands so much that, even as the plain itself changed – with settlements and farms – the rules for writing about it stayed the same. It was always a wilderness, always bleak, always almost empty.


The plain was not so much its own landscape as a foil for elegant Kyoto. Even its first name (Bandō) meant East of the Passes. A later name – Kantō – was East of the Barriers. In stories and songs, the eastern wastes were a place of bandits and exiles. No one actually wanted to visit, much less live there. Not even the thieves and renegades.


The beauty, and the murderer. These are the two faces of Asakusa.


Beauty was first, in the year 628. A small golden statue of Kannon, the goddess of mercy, which two brothers pulled into their fishing boat. In woodblock prints of the story, radiance blazes from the water, the weight of a mysterious object tugging down the hemp mesh nets. It is Asakusa before Asakusa: the broken ridge of Mount Tsukuba to the north, reeds, pagoda trees, the crosshatched waves of Tokyo Bay, which then didn’t even have a name. It was just the Inland Sea.


The villagers built for the image a crude shrine. When a monk was blinded after looking at the image’s face, monks created a receptacle to keep the dangerous face hidden. Then someone carved a wooden copy of the original statue, and put that away in another receptacle, which stood in front of the first image. The Kannon was doubly mysterious, doubly sacred.


No one alive has ever seen the original Kannon image. Its dimensions were never recorded. During great fires when the main sanctuary was threatened, the statues were moved to a boat on the Sumida River, and the receptacles were kept hidden in a palanquin. Buried deep under Sensō-ji temple, the image survived the firebombs of 1945, too.


The murderer was a crone who lived in the wastes near the river. No one knows exactly when. She had a lovely daughter whom she used to lure unwary travelers to her stone hut. The men would lie down with the daughter on a stone pillow. When the lovers were asleep, the crone would smash their skulls. What the travelers carried, the crone took, and then she dumped their bodies in a nearby pond. Nine hundred and ninety-nine men died that way.


One of the temples near Sensō-ji used to display the stone pillow for pilgrims to touch.


Kawabata later wrote this version of the story: the thousandth traveler heard a reed flute. ‘It sounded like a voice, and sang: When night falls, even if you have no place to lay your head, do not stay at the lonely house on the Asakusa reed plain.’ The next morning, the wanderer woke up in Sensō-ji temple, saved by the goddess of mercy. The reed flute had been the voice of Kannon. 


In other variants of the story, the hag’s daughter falls in love with the thousandth guest. Or: the daughter wants to atone for her part in the murders. She wants to die, and substitutes herself for that thousandth victim. In the dark, the hag kills her own child by mistake. In remorse and grief, the old woman then drowns herself in the same pond where she had disposed of her many victims.


Or: she becomes a goddess, and chooses to protect what she would once have devoured.


It is a single leap, in a single instant, from perfect evil to perfect goodness. The old storytellers saw no contradiction in movement from bestiality to enlightenment.


In Asakusa, the world of devils and demons coexisted along with the celestial world of Buddhas and petty deities. Asakusa was unique in Tokyo: history did not have to be a trap. Escape was possible.


By the early nineteenth century, Edo’s townspeople had grown increasingly jaded, feeling that traditional Buddhas and Shinto deities had forgotten them. One contemporary writer complained: ‘Today, all the spirits (kami) have ascended to heaven; the Buddhas have left for the Western Paradise; and all present and other worlds have fallen into disuse . . .’


New ‘fashionable’ divinities filled gaps of belief and faith, and the grounds of Sensō-ji were crowded with their shrines. 


Benzaiten had been a water deity, dwelling in one of Asakusa’s ponds. She was rehabilitated as the goddess of literature and music and given her own little shrine next to the Bell of Time, one of the oldest bells on the Kantō Plain. The bell was vast, heavy; a bell that could imprison a grown man alive like the bells in the old stories. Beside this one, other bells looked like toys. The tower’s columns were woodworm-riddled and shearing away. Even the stones had cracked.


A placard read: RŌJO BENZAITEN. Old Woman Benzaiten, who was the third daughter of the Dragon King. The shrine’s black and gilt doors were folded back. I was surprised; I had only ever seen the red shrine shut up like a box. But it was the Day of the Snake, and so the shrine was open: snakes are Benzaiten’s messengers.


I had never seen an image so alive, so watchful. I looked at the Face, and then backed away from it. The Benzaiten stared outward, her skin shadowed, her hair a smooth sheet, white as a Yoshino cherry blossom. Incense drifting from the shrine burned my throat.


Behind me an old woman threw coins into a box before she prayed; she wore a silvery summer kimono with a black obi sash crosshatched with triangular fishing nets. After she had turned down the path back to Asakusa’s main hall, her metal cane tapping the stones, a policeman came; he bowed to the Benzaiten as if he were saluting some dignitary.


I went slowly down the polished stone stairs, which a famous koto player had donated. I wondered what I had seen. I wondered what the policeman was worshipping. Benzaiten the goddess of knowledge and music, or the murderous hag?
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