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Praise for Awesome Nightfall


“This remarkable life and poetry of Saigyō is essential reading: essential to understanding Japanese literary tradition, and essential to understanding the role of Japan’s most influential poet in the history of its Buddhism. Saigyō found beauty in the temporality of things and identified with ordinary villagers throughout his famous journeys, writing poems that remain as elegant, perceptive, and moving today as they were a thousand years ago. William R. LaFleur presents a striking portrait of the man and his work. His scholarship and artistry are commendable. Awesome Nightfall is a classic.”—Sam Hamill, author of Dumb Luck


“Extraordinary. This fascinating work is equal parts biography, history, poetry, and even mystery as it traces the life and mind of an elusive and complex figure of Japanese culture. This book is one of the rare works that leaves the reader overflowing with satisfaction in knowing something important and wonderful was achieved in the trip through its pages.”—New York Resident


“In 1140, Saigyō cast off his warrior past and entered his poetic and priestly vocation. Attached to no monastery, he roamed Japan, engaging in religious austerities and honing his skills. William R. LaFleur’s Awesome Nightfall offers us a more complex, more human Saigyō—reclusive, yes, but still a very close observer of his times, viewing the enveloping darkness from the heights ‘where none can view me / but I can review all things.’”—The Asahi Shimbun


“A beautifully proportioned work of lucid scholarship and superb literary translation. This fruit of LaFleur’s long and inspired labor not only honors the great Buddhist poet Saigyō, but the intelligence and heart of readers as well.”—Mike O’Connor, translator of The Clouds Should Know Me By Now and Where the World Does Not Follow


“Bill LaFleur’s translations of Saigyō’s poetry have opened up a window on twelfth-century Japan, providing us with firsthand glimpses of the Buddhist religion, the valuation of nature, and the specific spirit of the times.”—Mircea Eliade


“Saigyō lived in twelfth-century Japan, but from reading his poetry, it doesn’t feel like it. The first half of Awesome Nightfall is an account of his life in the turbulent Japanese culture amid which he was raised. Dotted with his poems, it provides a good ground from which to read the second half, which consists of about 150 waka (traditional five-line poems). His poems are alive to the vivid transformations of inner and outer worlds. This is an inspiring volume, poetically and spiritually.”—Dharma Life


“A quarter of a century ago, LaFleur published his book on Saigyō, Mirror for the Moon, which Awesome Nightfall thoughtfully and masterfully supersedes. LaFleur sketches Saigyō’s life in bold strokes and introduces new findings for the English-reading audience. The book opens up fascinating and important questions, and as such this volume will be an interesting choice for seminars on Japanese medieval literature, history, or religion.”—Philosophy East & West
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This is the book I promised


to Mariko and Kiyomi,


who now have it along with my thanks to them.
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Preface


“FREE AND EASY WANDERING” designates an appealing way of life according to Chuang tzu, but it is, in fact, a path that few have entered either freely or easily. Saigyō’s life was too difficult to be so designated, even though it included several extended journeys. After he died, his contemporaries praised him for having shown that the life of a Buddhist monk can be fully compatible with a dedication to writing poetry. Proving this, however, involved a lifelong, often painful, struggle. The real Saigyō was not quite as reclusive as later portraits made him out to be. He lived in horrific times and could not easily tear his attention away from what was going on. And he obviously struggled with internal demons—related to sex, to worries about the karmic imprint of his warrior past, to anxiety about loss of social visibility through taking the tonsure, and to certain items he successfully kept concealed from all later generations.


Pithy phrases that fused the “way of poetry” with “the Way of Buddha” were common in twelfth-century Japan and had a certain caché. But Saigyō realized that to test their validity required putting the whole of a life into the experiment—and with an outcome far from certain. And he knew it had to be a life intentionally disconnected from the lives of contemporaries, friends, even lovers—that is, persons who, even though themselves poets, were not engaged in precisely this experiment.
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Thirty years ago, when I was just beginning to study this poet, there was a perceptible dry spell within Japanese scholarship on Saigyō. The idealized image of this poet had cracked, but there was little yet to take its place. The principal students of Japanese literature in North America were cold-shouldering him. My mentor at the University of Chicago, the late Joseph M. Kitagawa, however, maintained that study of this twelfth-century monk could be as fine an aperture into medieval Japanese Buddhism as one might find. And then Masao Abe, a philosopher of Zen, graciously introduced me to the late Professor Kitayama Masamichi, a student of Western literature who also had a profound grasp of medieval Japanese poetry. Reading and analyzing poem after poem together with Kiyatama, he genially badgered me. He was critical of what he had read in translation. “People both in Japan and in the West want a sweetened Saigyō,” he claimed and then went on to point out that Saigyō had a difficult life, lived through tempestuous times, and fought hard to find the exact nexus between Buddhism and poetry. More importantly, he insisted, even today’s Japanese readers, modern in their tastes, easily forget that Saigyō lived in a medieval episteme in which the claims of Buddhism were not to be taken lightly. If, in fact, the way of poetry were ultimately not compatible with his vows as a monk, Saigyō assumed that he had thrown more than this one, present life into jeopardy. He took the risks as real.


In 1978 I published Mirror for the Moon: A Selection of Poems by Saigyō (1118–1190), and, although well received, it strikes me now as a somewhat “sweeter” Saigyō than the one I have come to know and will try to represent here in Awesome Nightfall. A large factor in this difference is that the present book relates the poems to a fairly extensive account of the poet’s life. This is in part because Japanese scholarship on Saigyō has in recent decades not only provided much more detail about that life, but has, almost without exception, insisted that it is impossible to understand the specificity and beauty of Saigyō’s verse unless his commitment to the Buddhist path, often explicit but always implicit, is taken seriously. Now fortunately translated into English, the third volume of a history of Japanese literature by Jin’ichi Konishi, probably the twentieth century’s master scholar of that literature, makes this point about Saigyō abundantly clear. Readers of the present book may wish to compare my translations with the usually much more crisp and lean renderings of Saigyō by Burton Watson in his Poems of a Mountain Home.


Hoping to give the general reader unencumbered access to this portion of the Saigyō trove, I have put references and discussions of interest to specialists into pages at the book’s end, citing the page number and calling out the relevant passage. Because it incorporates poems by Saigyō found in the Kikigaki-shū and other sources and, moreover, does so in a conveniently numbered fashion, the Nihon koten zensho edition of the Sanka-shū edited by Itō Yoshio has been the edition I have followed. The number provided after the romanized version of each poem is in accord with that sequence. When a second number appears in brackets that is because the same poem or a variant form of it was selected for inclusion in an imperial collection, the Shinkokin-shū. The Saigyō zen-shū edited by Kubota Jun is a twelve-hundred-page treasury of variant Saigyō texts, prose items that he possibly authored, and works such as Noh plays built on his poetry that show how later ages honored him. Kubota’s work is a model we too should strive to someday imitate in this domain. Exactly why I have given this book the title I have will, I hope, become clear to the reader who goes with it all the way.


Poems here that originally appeared in Mirror for the Moon were greatly benefited by discussions of them with Gary Snyder. Thanks to an invitation from Koyama Hiroshi, I was able to spend a very profitable half year in 1990 at the Kokubungaku Shiryōkan in Tokyo, updating my own studies of Saigyō through contact with the preeminent scholars of this topic. Their work benefited me immensely. My debt to Matsuno Yōichi and Komine Kazuaki is especially large. Fruitful discussions of religion and literature in Japan with Richard Gardner have been a constant over the years. Students and colleagues both at UCLA and the University of Pennsylvania have added much to the making of this book. I am grateful to David Kittelstrom for his enthusiasm for this project and his exemplary editing. Kayama Matazo and the National Museum of Modern Art in Tokyo graciously permitted use of his superb painting for the cover. And to Mariko and Kiyomi, who at times may have thought I too must have left the householder’s life (or at least its duties) in order to work on Saigyō, I express my deepest thanks of all.




Selected Places of Importance in Saigyō’s Life


1. Heian (today’s Kyoto)


2. Mount Yoshino


3. Mount Kōya


4. Ise


5. Sanuki Province (in Shikoku)


6. Bizen Province


7. Shirakawa Barrier


8. Mount Ōmine


9. Ōwada (today’s Kobe)


10. Nara


11. Saya-no-nakayama


12. Eguchi (in today’s Osaka)


13. Mount Fuji


14. Kamakura


15. Hiraizumi
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The Life and Times of Saigyō


TRULY FINE POETRY sits uncomfortably under any label. Yet, as long as qualifiers do not overwhelm what is universal in the poetry to which they have been attached, they can have value. To forbid any reference to Dante or Milton as “Christian poets” would be to deny something of central importance in the sensibilities and writing of both men. And in a similar fashion we may refer to Saigyō as Japan’s foremost “Buddhist” poet—and do so without shortchanging what is universal in his verse.


What is best in his poetry, however, avoids the pious platitude. Much of the time Saigyō, originally a samurai, grappled with the implications of having become a monk. And, because he lived in “interesting” times, he struggled to understand and articulate the connection between his religious tradition and the social chaos he witnessed firsthand. Rightly known to many Japanese today as an unusually perceptive celebrant of nature’s beauty, Saigyō’s sensitivity toward human conflict was equally deep. War was much on his mind. And he wrote about it more than any other poet of his era.


Bashō, Japan’s best-known poet, explicitly named Saigyō, who lived four centuries earlier, as the poet of the past to whom he was most indebted. And that debt is implicit in his writings, both prose and poetry. Yet there are real differences. There is something detectably modern in Bashō, whereas Saigyō’s view of reality is clearly medieval. Perhaps because he was not as proximate a witness of man’s inhumanity to man, Bashō would not have written about Buddhist hells in the way that Saigyō did. And, whereas Saigyō shows an existential anxiety about ways in which his multiple passions were locked in a struggle with his vows as a monk, Bashō traveled dressed in borrowed clerical robes, wore them lightly, and jested about being the equivalent of a bat, not clearly one thing or another.


I agree with those Japanese scholars of this subject who insist that any adequate grasp of Saigyō and his work requires attention to his life and his personal interaction with events of his time. And it appears that Saigyō himself wanted his poetry to be seen in this way. That is why, to a degree not seen in any other poet of his time, he prefaced many of his verses with prose introductions that located his writing in time, space, and occasion. This is not to deny that he, like others, could assume a fictive posture at times. It is merely to underscore something noted by Brower and Miner more than forty years ago—namely, that Saigyō allowed less “aesthetic distance” between himself and the persona of his verse than did his contemporaries.


In the year 1140, in an unnamed temple in or near Heian, the older name for today’s Kyoto, Saigyō became a tonsured monk. He was twenty-three years old. And it was a move that surprised, even startled, his contemporaries. From that point on, consorting with other monks proved an important, although far from exclusive, part of his life. Razoring the head to a bald pate, at least in this man’s case, literally embodied a decision to cease being a warrior and to enter into the path of the Buddhist life. It shaped almost everything he did and wrote for the remaining half century of his lifespan. A struggle within himself to relate events—large social ones as well as the more private ones of his own life—to the question of what it might mean to be a Buddhist was central to him. That struggle, consequently, is part of many of the more than two thousand poems of his we have.


The majority of these verses cannot be dated with any accuracy. But, as just noted, he affixed informative prose headnotes to many. Equally interesting, however, were those episodes in his own life about which he registers personal pain but leaves in tantalizing obscurity. And since these events clearly figured into his own struggle to understand what it might mean for him to follow the vocation of a Buddhist monk, in this book I employ and follow those Japanese scholars who have used a variety of resources to try to figure out what facts may have lain behind those portions of Saigyō’s life he seems to have wanted to leave concealed.


The nature of his death, discussed at its appropriate place in the chronology here, left such an impression on his contemporaries that soon afterward hagiographic accounts of his life and death appeared. These were pious romanticizations that filled in the informational lacunae with invented materials assimilating his life story to that of Shakyamuni Buddha. This meant that throughout the medieval period and until the twentieth century, the general image of this poet-monk was that of a supremely enlightened person. Needless to say, modern scholarship has shown that reality was far more complex—and also much more interesting. What we now tend to find importantly “Buddhist” in his life and verse has more to do with his finely sharpened sense of the world’s samsara than with any clear sense of him as having lived long in some state of continuous nirvana.


One felicitous byproduct of the collapse of the romanticized version has been a renewed appreciation of his poetry. The poems, with very rare exceptions, are all in the form referred to by Japanese as waka, the most basic form of their tradition and slightly longer than what came into being later, namely, the haiku. The waka usually had thirty-one syllables in a 5-7-5-7-7 sequence, although Saigyō, more often than other poets, stretched this “rule” by throwing in an extra syllable from time to time. Of course, the lavish employment of homonyms in traditional Japanese poetry meant that whole phrases and sometimes whole poems could have more than one reading or signification. Engo, or words with meanings associated with words found elsewhere in a given waka, allow for more significations and fullness than may first appear. It may be said that in this verse form—as in other aspects of their cultural life—the people of Japan have shown an extraordinary skill in careful packaging. The waka too is best opened with care, close attention, and appreciation for the skill of the person who put so much into so small a container.
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To provide details of what is known about Saigyō’s origins and early life involves noticing that early on—that is, until he became a monk and took on names with Buddhist significations, eventuating in “Saigyō”—his still-secular name identified him as being from the Satō branch of the vast Fujiwara clan. His personalized tag was Norikiyo. Of great significance for understanding both the biography and the verse of Saigyō is the fact that the Satō was a military house, one claiming descent from Fujiwara Hidesato. Hidesato was a warrior who in 940 had been instrumental in suppressing a revolt against imperial authority in northeastern Japan, had himself probably killed the leader of that uprising, and was subsequently celebrated for his courage and skills. Memory of him remained strong. Two hundred years or nine generations later, Norikiyo clearly grew up in a family that made much of its own long service to the imperial house. His paternal great-grandfather had probably been the one who moved the family more-or-less permanently to the capital of Heian, although the family’s roots and many of its continuing connections were in the northeastern area of Japan’s principal island.


In a poem written near the end of his life, Saigyō appears to bring forward memory of his—that is, Norikiyo’s—childhood and an early fascination with aspects of the warrior’s life.


shino tamete


suzume yumi haru


o no warawa


hitai eboshi no


hoshige naru kana


1812


Toy bamboo bow


in hand, a mere child takes


aim at a sparrow


and already longs to wear


a warrior’s headgear.


Kubota Jun, the leading Saigyō scholar today, sees the poet here recognizing how, early in his life, he wanted not only to follow the family tradition by becoming a samurai, but wished to gain a high level of skill in the use of the bow and arrow. His specific dream, later realized, had been to take part in the contests known as yabusame, in which archers mounted on horses shoot arrows at a sequence of targets while galloping at breakneck speeds. Public exhibitions of such skills were held in Saigyō’s time within the precincts of Shinto shrines. The level of equestrian skill required was very high, and, importantly, he wrote precisely about his horsemanship in what is probably his earliest extant poem.


fushimi suginu


oka-no-ya ni nao


todomaraji


hino made yukite


koma kokoromin


1529


Taking off from Fushimi,


galloping nonstop over


Oka-no-ya’s hills,


I spur him on to Hino to test


what this young horse can do!


Norikiyo’s physical prowess extended also to the court sport of the times, kemari. This game, probably an import from China, had been popular among the Japanese nobility since the seventh century and involved trying to kick a deerskin ball so that it would remain aloft as long as possible. Fujiwara Yorisuke, who wrote up a record of this sport, noted at the time that Norikiyo “was highly regarded for his exceptional ability in kemari.”
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Although Saigyō’s family was later referred to as a “family of wealth,” its social position in the capital was not equal to that of the court nobility. Rather, once they had moved to the capital, the Satō people, hereditary warriors, functioned as guards for royal persons and had official commissions as such. Norikiyo’s father, Yasukiyo, was temporarily relieved of his commission, perhaps because of some minor infraction of the rules or decorum. His name drops out of all records by the time Norikiyo is only three years old, and it seems quite likely that he died at a relatively young age.


This did not effect Norikiyo’s career for long. Although a request for advancement made at age fifteen was not accepted, by eighteen he had become a captain of the imperial guard. Most important for his career was the close link he forged with members of the Tokudaiji family, a different sub-branch of the Fujiwara, but, unlike the Satō, one much closer to the imperial family. Some key members of the Tokudaiji served among the highest ministers of state. Norikiyo during his teen years became a retainer of Tokudaiji Saneyoshi (1095–1157). Very important for multiple reasons—and many that impacted upon Saigyō’s career and poetry—was the fact that Saneyoshi’s younger sister Shōshi (1101–45), celebrated for her extraordinary beauty, became the principal empress consort to Emperor Toba (1103–56, r. 1107–23) and the mother of two later emperors, Sutoku and Go-Shirakawa.


Saneyoshi’s close connections to the throne meant that his retainer, the young Norikiyo, also gained access—such access as could be given to a warrior whose status did not equal that of Saneyoshi and his family. Norikiyo at some point became a member of an elite corps of court-based samurai, the North-Facing Warriors, a band of men officially charged with the defense of persons who, having been emperors in their youth, had “retired” while still young and then remained in “retirement” palaces for many decades. Through his connections Norikiyo got to serve in the retirement palace not only of Toba but also, later, in that of his successor, Sutoku (1119–64).
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