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Translator’s Note

Dazai Osamu as a Human

Dazai Osamu (K52{5) had a very unique childhood that definitely comes through
in the many different writing techniques and themes he utilizes. Born on June 19th 1909
as Shuji Tsushima (5 {&7R), Dazai became the 8th child (11th if you count the
deceased) of the Tsushima family. He grew up in a town named Kanagi' in his parent’s
mansion. This mansion contained around 30 people, most of which were servants. His
father Gen’emon was a wealthy landowner in Kanagi while his mother, Tane?, became
chronically ill after giving birth to a succession of 11 children, deeming her useless when
it came to her maternal role. Gen’emon, whose empire quickly rose in power and respect
eventually lead him to be offered a seat in the house of peers. Of course, his new position
in politics caused he and his wife to become busier than ever; frequent trips to Tokyo left
young Dazai at the hands of his servants. Although Dazai had his own wet nurse, she
apparently left the mansion to get married one year into her relationship with Dazai. The
confusion that this caused Dazai as an infant must have been tremendous, leaving him
abandoned by the only woman who provided him with food and essentially the only
mother figure he had until that point in his life.

Favoritism filled the Dazai household. With Tane’s continued “health” trips to the
hotsprings, Dazai was left behind with his aunt Kiye, while his older sisters and younger
brother Reiji were allowed to join their mother on her retreats. He considered Kiye his
mother, the woman who would scold him and praise him. He was also raised by a maid
named Take who took care of him during the day. She was his tutor and his friend. This
lasted for about four years until Kiye started a new home in Goshogawara and took Take
with her. It was at this point Shuji had lost his second and third mother figure; truly a
blow to his young self-esteem that left an eternal scar.

I think it is impossible to talk about Dazai’s relationship with his family without
mentioning his tell-all quote from his essay “June Nineteenth (N4 + 7L H)”:

I felt as if I were an outcast from my siblings. Maybe they treated me that way
because I was ugly, I wonder if that caused my doubts. I went to the cellar and
investigated a bunch of documents. I found nothing. I would always stealthily ask
around to the people who came in and out of my house. They all had a great

1 Kanagi (& 7/KH]) was a town located in Aomori Prefecture, Japan. Due to its northern location it

was subject to severe blizzards during the winter. Its economy consisted mainly of commercial
fishing and agriculture. On March 28, 2005, Kanagi was merged with its neighboring town Shiura

(T A) into the city of Goshogawara (EFfT)I| R 7). Goshogawara is considered a regional

commercial center today.

2“She was easily intimidated, and her own mother Ishi often called her incompetent. Already she
was showing signs of the lung complications [(tuberculosis)] that plagues the whole family... She
spent most of her time retreating to hot springs... With her own mother and even grandmorther
still alive... her household duties could be split.... [She was] prostrated by her tenth child’s birth.”
(Lyons)



laugh. They all knew about the day I was born in this house. It was evening. It
was in that small room. I was born under a mosquito net. It was an extremely easy
birth. I came out instantly. My nose was big. They were able to clearly recall so
many things that even I had to abandon my own doubts. For some reason, | was
disappointed. Discontent with my average personal history.

I think, while it is important to realize that Dazai feels a disconnect between he and his
family, the real fact to take away from this is that he was disappointed to learn that there
actually is no disconnect at all, just an incongruence. Where that incongruence lurks is
the actual question though: is he actually out casted, are these doubts caused by insecurity
alone or is this just a fabrication, a tactic to sell more books by eliciting feelings of pity in
his readers? Even when he meets with Take again after thirty years, he is reported to
have only two questions to ask of her: Was he truly one of the Tsushima brothers? and,
Was he truly not the child of his aunt? (Lyons). Only Dazai could be so thick headed in a
time of reunion. The aforementioned questions will be looked at in more depth later.

At age seven, Dazai entered Elementary school where he performed superbly.
This is probably due to the influence Kiye and Take’s constant storytelling had and his
amazing ability to read at the young age of five. His father, who he was never really close
to, died right around the time Dazai was taking his middle school entrance exams. In
1920 he entered Aomori Middle School where in which his second year he started writing
fiction. He entered Aomori Prefectural high school in 1923 where he began publishing
his works in local literary magazines. These works included Mirage, Seiza and more. He
finished high school a year early.

He went on to enter Hirosaki University literature department and developed an
interest in Edo culture. He published a magazine with his friends called Cell Literature.
This caused him to become a staff member of the University’s newspaper team. His
success was halted when his idol, Ryunosuke Akutagawa® committed suicide in 1927.
Dazai spiraled out of control. He spent all of his allowance on clothes, alcohol, drugs and
women. He stopped caring about his studies and put his efforts into Marxism. He felt
guilty of the wealth that he was born into and felt he was in the incorrect social class.
“[He] was taken by the notion of the inevitable perishing of the ruling class.... At age 19
and the best dressed student in high school®, he was intensely aware of his family’s
wealth - the pretentious art, the solely decorative piano - and he saw the origin of their
fortune as stemming from the family’s position as landlord exploiting tenant farmers”
(Wolfe). Although some of his friends were arrested due to their involvement in the
communist movement in Japan, Dazai is overlooked due to his family name. He realizes
at this point that it would be impossible for him to ever become a true communist and

3 Ryunosuke Akutagawa (F%J1| B2 47, March 1, 1892 - July 24, 1927) is a Japanese writer who

is regarded as the “Father of the Japanese short story.” His notable works include “In a Grove”,
“Rashomon”, and “Hana”. He committed suicide at age 35 by overdosing on sleeping pills. The
literary award, the Akutagawa Prize, is named after him.

4 This quote, originally from Kamei Katsuichirou’s “Dazai Osamu no hito to sakuhin,” and
referenced by Alan Wolfe in “Suicidal Narrative in Modern Japan,” is incorrect. Dazai was in
college when he was 19 years old. Although it is true that Dazai and his high school classmates
spoke about the issues of class in Japan.



decides to kill himself by taking drugs in December 1929. Of course, he fails. Although
he tries to commit suicide many times after this, this suicide attempt was more of a
symbolic killing of his name and ties with aristocracy. This caused him to abandon his
career in literature in order to become a “revolutionary.” He was defected from the
movement a year later.

It is this same year that Dazai begins to live with a young geisha named Oyama
Hatsuyo. His family did not approve, formally expelling him from the family. Dazai
meets a girl named Tanabe Shimeko who worked at a cafe in Ginza. One week later, they
committed suicide after getting drunk in a hotel together. They tried killing themselves by
drowning themselves but only she succeeded. Of course, Dazai would not be blamed for
her death considering his family’s high status. The reason behind this suicide is believed
to be due to his alienation from his family due to his relationship with Hatsuyo and the
alienation from the world caused by his involvement in revolutionary activities. Dazai
marries Hatsuyo in December of 1930 in Ikarigaseki®, where he was recovering from his
failed suicide attempt. His mother was there for the wedding. He and Hatsuyo move
frequently during the following years, probably due to his involvement in the communist
party.

Finally, Dazai gets the recognition he always wanted and is arrested three times
throughout 1930 - 1932 for his involvement in the Communist Party of Japan. Of course,
he is released into the custody of family friends each time. The second time he is arrested
his oldest brother Bunji, who took over the Tsushima family once their father died, cuts
off Dazai’s allowance of 120 yen (approx $580.00 as of 2015) but reinstates a reduced
allowance of 90 yen (approx $435.70 as of 2015) after two months. His participation can
be summed up by a quote from one of his essays, “15 years (+ F.4-[H])”

Dazai’s fringe participation in the left wing was an action of self-negation. His
real intention was not the high motivation of a revolutionary but an acute form of
his own downfall and destruction. It could be called a form of suicide. The
peculiar nature of the link between Dazai and his age was due to a process of self-
negation, in which he used a revolutionary movement as a means of self-
persecution.®

After a few years, his relationship with Hatsuyo disintegrates. Unable to graduate
from university, and his failed attempts at gaining recognition in the literary world has
left Dazai dependent on his brother’s money. His drug addiction has been agitating his
lung condition. His writings during this time are dark and filled with self pity. His mentor
Satou Haruo sent him to a mental institution to cure him of his drug addiction. During
this time, Hatsuyo cheats on him with his best friend Zenshirou Kodate. Dazai finds out
after his is released from the mental institution (still addicted to drugs) and attempts,
again, to commit suicide with his wife. Dazai and Hatsuyo took sleeping pills but both
suicide attempts failed. They got a divorce and he remarried in 1938 to woman named
Ishihara Michiko. Michiko was twenty-six years old and a middle school teacher. His

S |karigaseki (i€ # BE4)) was a village located in south central Aomori Prefecture. This town was
merged with the towns of Hiraka and Onoe to form the new city of Hirakawa.
6 Translated by Alan Wolfe.



mentor, Ibuse Masuji, arranged their meeting and two months later they were engaged.
They get married and move to Kofu’. It is at this time Dazai beings to start getting his
work regularly published including “Discarding the Old Woman” and “The Firebird.”

Dazai continues writing and traveling for the next four years and then in June of
1941 his first daughter, Sonoko, is born. The next month, his novel “A New ‘Hamlet’” is
published.

Japan was mobilizing for war at this time as well but Dazai was exempted from
the draft due to his weak lungs. While he did not say much about the war, but he felt a
moral obligation to be a responsible citizen. Dazai has finally become a serious writer at
this point and is working on his next novel, “Righteousness and Smiles.” And by 1943,
Dazai could be considered a responsible family man and a writer (Lyons).

During wartime, 1944, Dazai was commissioned by the Japanese government to
write a story that will help foster a friendship between the partners of the Greater East
Asia Co-prosperity Sphere called “Regretful Parting (&55!]).” It tells the story of a young
student in Tohoku Medical School in Sendai Japan. This novel is considered a failure due
to his lack of understanding of Chinese culture and misrepresentation of Lu Xun, who the
story is based on. (Huang). Considering that Dazai relied on the income from his work to
support his family, Dazai had to be careful not to annoy the censors or his audience.

Later that same year, Dazai was commissioned to write about Tsugaru®. He
travels and stays there for almost a month and leaves early June. This journey really
makes Dazai realize just how important his birth-place and family are to him. This novel
can be considered one of his most mature works. He gets in touch with himself and on
this emotional journey he visits his home town, Kanagi, and reunites with his tutor Take.

In 1946, the war was coming to a close, Japan was forced to surrender and Dazai
could feel nothing but shame. This showed in his work as he began to move away from
his typical autobiographical style and write about more distant subjects. One of his
biggest publications during this time is called “Fairy Tales ({1l #£ 1-)” which is a
collection of four different fairy tales retold by Dazai. His change in writing style is not
surprising and can be explained in a quote from “Cherries”: “When I am sad, my efforts
contrarily go to writing light and fun stories. All I wanted to do, more than anything, was
to give out some type of free and delicious service.”

In December of 1946, Dazai returns to his house in Mitaka after fleeing during
US air raids and rents his workroom that is mentioned in “Morning”. He is out drinking
most nights at this point. It was around this time that he meets a girl named Yamazaki
Tomie. At this point, Dazai had three children with his wife, but he would spend almost
all of his time with Tomie. Tomie’s husband was missing in action in the Phillipines and
was later pronounced dead. Dazai’s relationship with Tomie is a difficult and abnormal
one. Apparently they had a suicide pact and Dazai had promised to die with her within
the year.

Two years later, Dazai’s wife’s younger sister died and while his wife was
arranging the funeral, Dazai brought Tomie to the house. His older daughter informed her
mother about the visit and Dazai was worried that his wife knew everything (Lyons).

7 Kofu city (FF /¥ 1f7) is the capital city of Yamanashi Prefecture, Japan. Much of the city was destroyed
during World War II.
8 Tsugaru (-2723 % 7)is a city in the northwest of Aomori Prefecture. Very close to Dazai’s birth-place.



Dazai’s personal was in shambles and his professional life left him scrambling to finish
his work on time.

He began one of his greatest received novel, “No Longer Human,” and finished
the first half of it in Atami, a vacation town. He finished it in mid-May, physically and
mentally exhausted. He was coughing up blood due to his weak lungs. His final novel,
left unfinished, is called “Good-bye.”

On June 13™, Dazai went missing. He left behind what was finished of “Good-
bye” along with notes to friends and family. On his birthday, June 19%, 1948, the bodies
of Dazai Osamu and Yamazaki Tomie were found in the Tamagawa Canal.

Many critics do not believe that Dazai willingly commited suicide considering his
final novel “Good-bye” is actually a good-bye to women and not to life. Considering
Tomie may have known about this, she may have gotten him drunk and lured him to the
river, where she killed him and killed herself.

Because of the timing of his death, many people took the news of Dazai killing
himself during this post-war period as some significant and martyr-like act. Many people
identified with Dazai, especially the younger generation and many of them believed that
he must have killed himself as some poetic way of ending his career.

Translating Dazai:

Dazai Osamu writes most of his work in an autobiographical style. While the
concepts and themes are complex, his sentences are terse and easily literally translated. In
my opinion, Dazai Osamu’s short stories are the stories that learners of Japanese should
be reading, not only for developing vocabulary and grammar, but for getting a more
intimate look into Japanese society and most of all, break into Japanese literature. Dazai
as a handbook for starting off the journey into Japanese literature will be covered another
essay. A lot of the themes Dazai Osamu writes about are still prevalent today, not only in
Japan, but around the world as well.

While Dazai employed many different writing styles over the years, I would like
to focus on his autobiographical style. The diary-entry-like style of these works really
lend themselves to translation. Translation can only be done when the translator is
intimate with the author he is going to translate. Dazai essentially opens himself up and
asks you to come inside with his work, and the people who decide to enter are captivated

by his honesty. For example, in “Cherries,” Dazai talks about his mute and late-blooming
child:

Mom and Dad avoid talking too deeply about this child. They just spit out words
like “retard” or “mute”, confirming these qualities to each other because the
situation is just too miserable for anything more. Sometimes mom holds the child
tightly in her arms. I spasmodically think to myself about just how much I want to
grab him and jump to our deaths into the nearest river.

His ability to lay everything detail of himself out for his readers with a concise and
informal writing style makes Dazai Osamu a joy to read and translate, especially for a
learner of the Japanese language.

Concision is also an important part of Dazai’s writing. He speaks curtly to his
readers, allowing little room for misinterpretation of his content. It also emphasizes his



informal and terse manner. This curt style that is prevalent in many of his works creates
an illusion of actually sitting down and having a conversation with Dazai Osamu.

I suddenly woke up in the middle of the night. It was pitch black. For a few seconds
I felt as if I was asleep at my house. I went to move my leg and was shocked to
realize [ was still wearing my socks. Shit.

It is recollections like this one found in “Morning” that really encapsulate the feeling of an
idle chat that Dazai probably has had so many times with himself and the people around him.
This really allows a reader to feel as if he actually were Dazai’s friend or confidant. This
feeling is the most important thing when translating. Without the feeling of responsibility
Dazai elicits through his informal tone, one may not feel the need to do Dazai and his stories
(his life) justice.

While I enjoy Brudnoy and Oka’s translation of “Morning” I think they lack in
certain key areas. Dazai was not a stranger to run on sentences. In fact, there are many that
fill his autobiographical works. I think they are there to, again, emphasize the relationship
between he and his readers through his informal tone. I also believe that his run-on sentences
help portray a deep incongruence within Dazai that may have stemmed from his dealings
with Marxism in his early twenties. Dazai always felt as if he was not meant to be born into
such wealth and at a young age would feel sympathy for his servants. An incongruence arised
within him when he realized, that despite his personal political views, he would always be an
aristocrat due to his name. This internal conflict is portrayed through his writing as the
articulate rambler. His arduous run on sentences seem to flow beautifully despite their lack of
pause. Brudnoy and Oka did not pick up on this and translate Dazai’s recollection of his
drunken night as:

Drinking a lot is a nightly affair with me, and so there wasn’t anything unusual about
just that. but that day, on my way back from the apartment I met an old friends by the
station; I hadn’t seen him in a long time so I immediately took him to my favorite
odenya, where we drank a great deal. I was just about beginning to feel sick from too
much drink, when the editor from the magazine showed up with some whiskey - he
figured he would find me there, he said. I kept him company, and we killed off the
whole bottle. I felt I was going to vomit. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen to
me. I couldn't control the fright I started feeling, and I wanted to quit right then and
there, But my friend suggested that we go somewhere else, that next it would be his
treat, so I was dragged to a streetcar and over to a small restaurant my friend knew.
There we again drank sake. When I at length parted from my friend and the editor, I
was too stoned to walk.

As you can see there are many sentences that replace the once lengthy sentence that Dazai
original planned. I translate this paragraph as:

I drank a lot last night. This is nothing too surprising considering I drink a lot every
night, but yesterday as I was coming home from my secret work place I ran into an
old friend and immediately took him to my usual oden shop, and once the alcohol
became too agonizing, a magazine editor walked in with a bottle of whisky in his
hand saying, “I thought I would find you here!”, so I buddied up with him and gulped
back a glass of whiskey, I was afraid I would throw up from just one glass, what
would become of me and even though I was thinking along these lines, I have come



this far and even if I thought I should stop at this point, my friend told me he’s going
to pay for me for the rest of the night, we got on the train and he pulled me to a small
restaurant he frequented and there we started to drink sake again, and as I was about
to part ways with my friend and the editor, I was finally so drunk I couldn’t walk.

As you can see, the run on sentence is preserved but still flows naturally.

There were other situations where I ran into run on sentences and was unable to
translate them into a naturally flowing and coherent sentence. This is where I began to
employ other techniques that could reserve the uniqueness of Dazai’s writing while creating
an echo suitable enough to represent Dazai’s life and work. For example:

But the more I think about it, the more I realize the selfishness of my opponent and
the belief that I am not the only one who is evil comes within reach but, starting the
war over again even though I have already lost is just depressing, so because of that,
the quarrel remains as filled with uncomfortable hatred as a fist fight would, And so I
laugh while I shake with anger and become lost in thought about various things.

Notice in the second to last line of this run on sentence from Cherries, the “A” in “And” is
capital after the common. The capitalization of a letter after a comma or a semicolon gives
the reader the impression that the actual idea of the sentence has changed while still
preserving Dazai’s rambling technique. It is important to keep in mind that these run on
sentences, especially from Dazai’s work, can never be translated perfectly into English. That
does not mean though, that they should be overlooked for the sake of English grammar.
Echoing Dazai’s work, which is essentially his life, requires much more thought than just
proper grammar and creating coherent sentences. Not everything has to, or should be,
coherent with Dazai.

Using Dazai to Break into Japanese Literature

Japanese literature is inherently difficult, especially for non-native speakers.
Grammar patterns and kanji (logographic characters that are adopted from the Chinese
writing system in order to convey an idea) that are not seen in everyday speech become
commonplace. Students of the Japanese language, based on my own personal experience,
are barely taught how to have a regular conversation in Japanese during their classes at an
American university, let alone learn how to read literature. So while I think Dazai still
may be difficult for the university student placed into “Advanced Japanese,” I still
believe it is the best starting point for anyone wishing to start reading Japanese literature.

The main reason I believe Dazai is so easy to read is his aforementioned terse and
informal style. While, although you may not hear everything Dazai writes in a normal
conversation, with a dictionary handy there is no reason why someone with a strong
grasp on the Japanese language wouldn’t be able to read a short story like “Vow
Fulfillment” or “Morning,” while they may have trouble reading other author’s like
Natsume Soseki or the more contemporary Haruki Murakami. Dazai’s terseness allows
for him to keep his themes deep while keeping his grammar and vocabulary accessible to
most. Looking at this section from “Cherries,”

“We have three children. I am useless when it comes to house work. I can’t make

the bed. I only tell foolish and absurd jokes all day.”
Dazai’s informal attitude shines while he is still able to continue his explanation of his
family in a concise way. This concision allows for Japanese learners to be exposed to



new grammar and vocabulary slowly without becoming intimidated by advanced literary
techniques from the beginning.

Another reason Dazai is a great way for an advanced Japanese student to start
enjoying the wonderful world of Japanese literature is Dazai’s diary entry-like short
stories. In Japanese, it is not uncommon to omit the subject or even the copula of the
sentence. Although, when everything is written in an autobiographical form, it is not very
difficult to figure out who Dazai is speaking about considering he is talking about himself
most of the time. On top of this, Dazai’s short stories do not have very many characters
and when he does speak of someone other than himself there are usually other clues in
surrounding sentences that can inform the reader who he is speaking about if need be.

One of these clues is Dazai’s frequent labeling of his paragraphs. Sometimes,
before Dazai changes subjects he will start off his paragraphs with a heading like
“Workroom”, “Children” or “Alcohol”. This is extremely helpful for students of the
Japanese language because it is a constant reminder of exactly what is being spoken
about at all times. This also allows for readers to focus on one part of the story for an
extended period of time (I would spend weeks reading and re-reading the same pages to
make sure that I knew exactly what was being said in order to further my reading
comprehension) and not get lost when deciding to move forward or forget about what
was said before because almost everything is labeled. It is also helpful for the learners of
the Japanese language because these sections can be looked at as their own entity and
without context if the reader so desires.

Another great reason to read Dazai when learning Japanese is his overall
popularity. Dazai has been popular since the 30s in Japan and has been being translated
since the 50s in America. Finding someone to talk to you about Dazai and what he is
talking about is not a difficult task considering most Japanese people read Dazai as a part
of their middle school and high school curriculum. Being able to read Dazai will also
help gauge what level of a Japanese speaker are you. In my opinion, being able to read
Dazai means one would be at the same level as a second year Japanese high school
student. Being able to read Dazai will also impress your Japanese friends and create a
stimulating and rewarding conversation that may further your Japanese even more.

Dazai’s short stories also help the learner of Japanese to become more intimate
with Japan’s unique and beautiful culture. For example, suicide is one of Dazai’s major
themes. In Japan suicide is not considered a sinful and horrible act like it is in the
western world, but as a noble way out of a terrible situation. Cancer patients for instance,
may find comfort in killing themselves then burdening their family and loved ones. In
Dazai, suicide is looked at deeper than the basic outline I have given you and reading his
works may foster a greater appreciation for culture that may have gone misunderstood or
convoluted due to this neo-orientalism in western societies when it comes to Japan. It
seems that everyone in America thinks that Japan is just a country filled with cartoons
and comic books, robots roam the streets while perverted salary men buy used female
panties from a vending machine, but it is so much more than that. There is a rich and
unique culture that is begging to be understood and the only way it can be is by looking at
its past. Dazai is a good starting point for someone who would like to become more
intimate with the way the Japanese mind works
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Vow Fulfillment

This story is four years old. It takes place the summer I was living on the second
floor of an acquaintance’s house on Nii-Jima’; right about the time I was writing my
novel, Romanesque. One night I was riding my bike around town and injured myself. The
area above my right ankle was cut. It wasn’t very deep but the amount of blood seemed
pretty serious, probably because of the alcohol. I galloped to the doctor’s office in a
panic. The town doctor is a 32 year old fat man who resembles Saigou Takamori'’. He
was also extremely drunk. I found it funny that he stumbled into the examination room as
staggering drunk as [ was. I giggled while he treated me and he began to chuckle as well.
Finally, unable to control ourselves, we burst into a fit of laughter.

From that night on, we became close friends. The doctor enjoyed philosophy over
literature. I have no trouble speaking about that subject so our conversations always grew
lively. The doctor had a worldview resembling primitive dualism and saw all of the
world’s conditions as a battle between good and evil people. He was articulate. Although
my desire to worship love, the one true god, stayed strong, I can remember a burst of
freshness fill my heart when I heard the doctor’s explanation of good and evil. For
instance, I cannot help but agree with this example the doctor gave me: demanding his
wife to serve us beer made the doctor a good person, but his wife, who jovially suggested
that we should play a game of bridge instead, should be considered an evil person. His
wife was short and plain looking, but despite that, her face was white and refined. She
didn’t have children but she did have a younger brother who was a student at the business
school in Numazu'!, he also lived on the second floor.

The doctor received five different newspapers to his house, so almost every
morning [ would drop by and read one for thirty minutes to an hour. I would grip the
newspaper with one hand as the wind ruffled the pages while I sat out back of the tatami
room on the veranda and drank the cool mugicha!? the wife brought me, and not even 3.5
meters away from my vacation, there was a field of green grass and a small stream filled
with slowly moving water, the milk-boy would ride his bike on the narrow path that ran
along the side of the stream and every morning he would shout “Good morning!” to me.
Around then, there was a girl who would come to pick up medicine. She looked pure; she
wore lightweight clothing and a pair of geta'® and was always laughing with the doctor in
the examination room. Once in a while he would walk her to the door and with a loud and
encouraging voice he would say:

“Please, just have a little more patience madam!”

% Nii-Jima (#7/%) is one of the seven Izu islands. It is a volcanic island located in the Philippine Sea.
10 Saigou Takamori (PG4 F45%) is considered one of the most influential samurai in Japanese history. He lived from late Edo Period
(1603 - 1868) to Early Meiji Period (1868 — 1912).

11 Numazu (3#ET17) is a city located on the northern end of the Izu peninsula, in Shuzuoka Prefecture.

12 Tea made from barley

13 Geta are wooden sandals traditionally worn with a Kimono or Yukata. They have a cloth thong resembling western style flip-
flops.



One time, the doctor’s wife clued me in on the situation. Apparently, her husband
was an elementary school teacher who ruined his lungs three years ago but has recently
made great progress. The doctor would sternly and vigorously prohibit anyone from
visiting him because this was an important part in his recovery. She obeyed. But
sometimes, for whatever reason, she would come into the office and pitifully ask about
her husband. Every time she did, the doctor would hide his sympathy and strictly remind
her that she must have more patience.

One morning towards the end of August, I saw something beautiful. I was reading
the newspaper on the doctor’s veranda and his wife who was sitting next to me whispered
in a small voice,

“Ah, look how happy she looks!”

I looked up and right in front of my eyes I could see a pure and lightly dressed
silhouette walking down that narrow path as if she were floating on air. She was whirling
her white parasol around her.

“She was granted permission this morning,” the doctor’s wife whispered.

These three years, in short: “My heart became full.” The image of that girl in my
mind grows more beautiful as time passes. Maybe the doctor’s wife had something to do
with her permission.
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Morning






Morning

Because there is nothing that I love more than leisure, even when I am working
at home, I am always secretly waiting for friends from far away places to show up at my
door; and then, my door, it suddenly opens and even though my chest begins to dance as I
rush to clean up my unfinished manuscripts, my eyebrows raise and my mouth distorts as
I go out to meet my guest.

“Oh, you must be in the middle of work.”

“Nope, what is it?”

Then, my guest and I hit the streets.

But, because I never get anything done in those situations, I set out to find a
designated place to create my workroom. I wont even let the people in my own house
know where it is. Every morning around 9 o’clock I have my bento made for me and I
take it with me to my workroom.

As you can expect, no one ever comes and visits my workroom so my work
generally progresses according to plan. But once it hits 3, I get tired, I begin to long for
human interaction, for excitement; and it is at that suitable time that [ wrap up my work
and head home. On my way home I usually get caught up in some oden'* shop or
something and sometimes I wont get home until very late.

Workroom.

It’s actually a girl’s room. This young girl commutes to a bank near Nihonbashi'®
every morning. Once she is gone, I go there, work for four or five hours, and leave before
she gets back

Its not like she is my lover or anything like that. I know her mom, and she, for
whatever reason, has separated from her daughter and is now living in the Tohoku area.
Once in a while I get letters from her mom regarding her daughters marriage proposals,
She asks for my opinion on the matter and I will go as far as to meet these young
candidates and send letters back that say things like ‘Oh, he will make a great son in law,
he has my permission!’ like I am some sort of superior and worldly wise man.

But lately, I have begun to think that the daughter trusts me even more than the
mother does.

“Kiku-chan, the other day I met your future husband.”

“Really? How was it? He’s a little snobby isn’t he?”

“Well... yeah but, any guy you compare to me will seem like an idiot. Just try to
deal with it, okay?”

“Yeah, you are probably right.”

She was easily convinced.

I drank a lot last night. This is nothing too surprising considering I drink a lot
every night, but yesterday as I was coming home from my secret work place I ran into an
old friend and immediately took him to my usual oden shop, and once the alcohol became
too agonizing, a magazine editor walked in with a bottle of whisky in his hand saying, “I

14 Oden is a dish that contains boiled daikon, eggs, konjac and more. It is usually
served as a winter dish in Japan.

15 Nihonbashi ( H A°#%) is a business district located in Tokyo. It grew around a
bridge with the same name. It was originally a place for merchants to sell their
wares during the Edo period.



thought I would find you here!”, so I buddied up with him and gulped back a glass of
whiskey, I was afraid I would throw up from just one glass, what would become of me
and even though I was thinking along these lines, I have come this far and even if
thought I should stop at this point, my friend told me he’s going to pay for me for the rest
of the night, we got on the train and he pulled me to a small restaurant he frequented and
there we started to drink sake again, and as I was about to part ways with my friend and
the editor, I was finally so drunk I couldn’t walk.

“Wait up. There is no way I can walk all the way back to my house. At this point I
will fall asleep on the street. I’'m counting on you guys.”

I crammed my legs under the kotatsu'® and fell asleep while still wearing my
coat.

I suddenly woke up in the middle of the night. It was pitch black. For a few
seconds I felt as if [ was asleep at my house. I went to move my leg and was shocked to
realize [ was still wearing my socks. Shit.

Agh... this has happened to me hundreds, no, thousands of times.

I groaned.

“Aren’t you cold?” Kiku-chan asked me in the middle of the darkness.

She was laying with her legs under the kotatsu as well, perpendicular to me.

“No I’'m not cold.”

I sat up

“it’s cool if I piss out the window right?”

“I don’t mind. That way is easier.”

“You probably do it too sometimes don't you!”

I stood up and flipped the light switch. Nothing happened.

“There’s a power outage,” Kiku-chan said in a small voice.

I stumbled over her as I fumbled through the darkness trying to make my way to
the window. She didn't move a muscle.

“I cant do this shit,” I murmered to myself and finally, I grasped the window
curtain, thrust it aside, opened the window a bit, and began pissing out it, creating the
sound of flowing water.

“You have the book The Princess of Cleves on your desk I see,” I said as I laid
back down.

“Ladies in those days would easily piss in the palace garden or in a dark place
under the stairs in some corridor. So even pissing out the window is a naturally
aristocratic affair.”

“If you want to drink, I have sake. Didn’t the aristocrats drink before going to
sleep?”

I wanted to drink but I thought it would be dangerous if I did.

16 A kotatsu is a small and low to the ground, square table that is usually covered
with a blanket. There is a heat source underneath the table. It is generally found in
the living area of Japanese homes.



“No, the aristocrats were cowards that loathed the dark. It is too scary when it is
dark. You wouldn't happen to have a candle would you? If you lit a candle for me I
would feel safer to drink.”

Kiku-chan stood up silently.

She lit the candle. I gave a sigh of relief.

“At this point, tonight will end smoothly,” I though to myself.

“Where should I put the candlestick?”

“Put it somewhere high. It says so in the bible, so a high place would be the best.
How about on top of your book case?”

“Would you like your sake in a cup?”

“Alcohol should be poured in a cup late at night. It says so in the Bible,” I lied.

Kiku-chan filled a large cup to the brim and brought it to me with a huge grin on
her young face.

“There is still about a cup left if you like.”

“No, this is fine.”

I took the cup, drank it forcefully until it was empty, and lay on my back.

“Well, its time for bed! You too Kiku-chan, goodnight.”

Kiku-chan also laid back down, She batted her long eyelashes at me continuously;
she didn’t seem tired at all.

I stared silently at the flame of the candle on top of the bookcase. It moved as if it
were alive, growing and shrinking. While I watched it, I suddenly realized something
frightening.

“That candle is pretty short huh. It will disappear soon. You don’t have a longer
one do you?”

“No, that is all I have.”

I fell silent. I wanted to pray to the heavens. If I don’t fall asleep or sober up
before that candle burns out, Kiku-chan will be in danger.

The flame flickered and little by little it grew shorter, but I still couldn't fall asleep
at all and I wasn’t even close to sober, Now was the time to do something daring, I
warmed myself up.

Without thinking, I let out a sigh.

“How about taking off your socks?”’

“Why?”

“It is warmer that way.”

They were off before she finished talking.

I can’t do this anymore. When that candle goes it, that's it.

I prepared myself.

The flame grew dim and writhed in agony, turning left, tossing right, one moment
full, illuminating, and then, fizzling, growing smaller and smaller until it finally vanished.

The night was growing brighter.

The room was dim. The darkness had vanished already.

I got up and dressed myself to go home.
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Cherries
I lift up my eyes to the mountains.
-Psalms 121

I want to think that parents are more important than their children. ‘For the sake
of my children...’, even if I did think in that way, in some admirable, archaic Taoist
fashion -- but come on, parents are weaker than the children. That is how it is in my
house at least. Constantly checking up on my children’s wellbeing is by no means some
type of shameless and lowly ulterior motive that I grasp at in hopes of being taken care of
when [ become an old man. My children, if I can even call them children, are all
extremely young. The oldest girl is only seven years old, the oldest and only boy, four,
and the second daughter is one. And yet, each of them already overwhelms their parents.
The father and the mother, they have the appearance of these children’s s.

In the summer, the whole family gets together in a small room and as a result of
the great confusion and liveliness of dinner; the father blindly wipes the sweat off of his
face with a towel.

“Although the Yanagidaru!” says that it has become vulgar to sweat while eating,
somehow, with children this loud, despite however much of a father of elegance I am, the
sweat continues to flow,” the father complains to himself in a mutter.

Mom lets the youngest daughter suck on her breast while she performs various cut
throat jobs like setting the table for Dad and the two older children, wiping up spills,
picking up messes and blowing noses.

“Your nose sweats the most doesn’t it, you are always so pre-occupied wiping it.”

The father gave a sarcastic laugh

“Oh yeah? Well where do you sweat the most? Between your thighs?”

“What an elegant father.”

“What are you trying to say? I am literally speaking about your thighs. This is not
a matter of elegance.”

“As for me,” the mother said as she grew more serious. “Between these breasts
there is... a valley of tears....”

Valley of Tears.

Dad went silent and continued eating.

I am always telling jokes when I am in this house. You could say because I am
constantly riddled with anxiety, I must feign an appearance of happiness even when I
don’t feel like it.

No, not just this house, but whenever I have to deal with anyone, no matter how
much pain is in my heart, no matter how agonizing my body feels, I am almost always
frantically working to create a light and fun atmosphere for everyone. Then, when I
finally get away from them, my body wavers to its fatigue and I begin to fall victim to
thoughts and worries of money, morals, suicide. When I am sad, my efforts contrarily go
to writing light and fun stories. All I wanted to do, more than anything, was to give out
some type of free and delicious service but people fail to realize this and criticize me with

17 The Haifu-Yanagidaru (FF/EW1£4#4) was an annually released anthology of poems
in Japan from the middle of the Edo Period until the Fall of the Shogunate (1706 -
1868)



claims like “He only gets readers by amusing them,” or “All of his works lack
complexity.”

Is providing a service for another something evil? Is it better to put on airs and
stifle your own laughter?

In other words, I am a too-fucking-serious killjoy who cannot handle anything
uncomfortable. Even in regards to my own home I am always telling jokes, telling them
as if I were walking on thin ice, and some of the readers’ and critics’ guesses would be
betrayed by my new tatami mats in my room, the organization of my desk, a kind,
respectful and loving relationship with my wife, whom I have never hit, never even raised
my voice to in some violent tone, screaming at her to get out of the house, no, and the
children, the children cheerfully hang on to both of us, physically and emotionally.

But that is only on the outside. Mom open her chest and it is a valley of tears,
dad’s night sweats become increasingly worse but, moreover, we know each other’s
agony yet we strive not to touch upon it; I tell a joke, she laughs.

But that time, when Mom said “Valley of tears” and Dad fell silent, even though I
wanted to strike back with some witty remark, there were no smart words floating around
in my mind in that moment and the longer I stayed silent, the more the awkwardness
continued piling on top of itself; even I, the expert!® grew grim.

“Why don’t you just hire someone, at this rate we have no other choice,” I
grumbled to myself nervously, careful not to upset my wife’s mood.

We have three children. I am useless when it comes to house work. I can’t make
the bed. I only tell foolish and absurd jokes all day. Registration and rations'®, I know
absolutely nothing about them. Nothing, like I am staying at some sort of Inn. A guest.
My feast. I carry my bento box to my work room and at that, I may not return for a whole
week. Work, work, work, I am always making a fuss about it yet I can’t even write more
than two or three pages in one day. Alcohol. When I drink too much, I lose weight, grow
gaunt and stop leaving my bed. On top of that, it looks like young female friends
surround me all the time.

Children... My seven-year-old daughter and my second daughter who was more
this spring may catch a cold a little more easily than others but they are pretty much
average children. But my four year old son, he is way too thin and weak to even stand on
his own. As for speaking, he can only make noises like “Aaa” and “Daa,” let alone
understand anything that is being said to him. He crawls around but won’t tell you when
he shits or pisses on himself. Despite all of this, he actually eats a hell of a lot. But he has
always stayed too small, his hair thin and dull, not developing one bit.

Mom and Dad avoid talking too deeply about this child. They just spit out words
like “retard” or “mute”, confirming these qualities to each other because the situation is
just too miserable for anything more. Sometimes mom holds the child tightly in her arms.
I spasmodically think to myself about just how much I want to grab him and jump to our
deaths into the nearest river.

18 “The expert”, written as i A | in the original text, is meant as “someone who
understands the delicate nature of male-female communication.” We can assume he
is an “expert” due to the constant show the main character must put on to hide his
melancholia.

19 Registration and rations refers to the food rationing in post-WWII Japan



“Mute Son Murdered, X Day, noon-ish, X district, X town, X road, X house
number, Mr. So-and-so kills his 18 year old son with a hatchet. A failed suicide attempt
consisting of a stab wound to the throat with a pair of scissors has left the father in
critical condition at the town clinic. Recently, he accepted his 22 year old daughter’s
husband into the family, but his son, who was also pretty slow on top of being a mute, left
him at a loss for what to do out of sheer pity.”

It is newspaper articles like these that drive me to drink.

Ahh, if only he was a late bloomer. Our first son, he would rapidly develop
normally and Mom and Dad would be able to laugh at their past doubts and fears. We
pray secretly for this as we keep our mouths shut about him to family and friends, acting
as if we do not care as we ridicule his shortcomings.

Mom handles life as best as she can and Dad is working his hardest. I was never
someone who could evem write that much in the first place. A complete coward. This is
drawn into the public eye and I flounder through my writing. It is painful when I write
and I long for my yakezake to come and save me. Yakezake is an alcoholic drink that you
drink when you cannot declare your own thoughts, you drink it out of frustration and
annoyance. People who can declare their own thoughts do not need to drink this drink
(this is why women do not drink much).

I have never tasted victory when it comes to arguments. I lose not matter what. I
become overwhelmed by the terrific self-affirmation and strength of conviction my
opponent holds. Then I fall silent. But the more I think about it, the more I realize the
selfishness of my opponent and the belief that I am not the only one who is evil comes
within reach but, starting the war over again even though I have already lost is just
depressing, so because of that, the quarrel remains as filled with uncomfortable hatred as
a fist fight would, And so I laugh while I shake with anger and become lost in thought
about various things. And finally I drown it all in my yakezake.

Let me be frank. I have been tediously writing indirectly here and there but the
truth is, this is a story about a fight I had with my wife.

“Valley of Tears”

That was the fuse. As I have already stated, we are an extremely reserved couple
who won’t even curse let alone be violent towards each other, but that situation, between
two complete cowards?’, had such a danger of becoming explosive it left both of us
trembling in fear. Both of us speechless, the danger of one gathering enough evidence
about the other’s depravity, a glimpse at a shard of corruption, aversion, one more glance,
aversion; Sooner or later, the danger of finally collecting all of the shards that reveal
atrocity and out wittingly seeing the whole picture: it is not like we could say this isn’t
the reason we must be so reserved. Putting my wife aside, the more I fight, the more pride
I am able to reveal.

“Valley of Tears”

When I was told that, I felt persecuted. But I don’t like arguing. I fell silent. You
may have said that with some intention of criticizing me, but you are not the only one
who is crying. I worry about the children just as much as you do. I believe my household
is important. If one of our children has just one weird sounding cough in the middle of

20 “Between two complete cowards” was added in to emphasize the similarity of
weakness between the couple.



the night, my eyes will open and I will be stuck worrying about it unbearably all night.
More than anything, I want to be able to give you and the children a better home, to be
able to fill your hearts with joy but, as for me, no matter how I try, that is something I just
cannot accomplish. I am doing my best already. I am not some brutal demon. Calmly
watching my wife and children die without lifting a finger is a form of bravery that I do
not have. It is not that I do not know anything about registration and rations, it is that I do
not have the time to know.... This is something Dad grumbled in his heart but is
something he has no courage to say, and even if I did, you would just lash back; and in
my loss for words, it would be like me requesting “Someone, please hire somebody.”

Mom would also usually have nothing to say, but when she did they were always
said with a cold-hearted confidence. (Not just this mom, but most women generally have
this quality).

“But people just don’t seem to come”

“If you search you will definitely find someone. It isn’t that people won’t come
but the fact that people aren’t willing to stay, isn’t it?”

“Are you trying to imply I am not a good employer?”

“No, ButI...”

I fell silent. In actuality that is what I thought. But instead I fell silent.

Ahh, someone just please hire somebody. Mom is burdened with the youngest
child so when she goes out to run errands I have to take care of the other two. On top of
that we have at least ten different guests for each of us show up at our door every day.

“I want to go to my work room.”

“Right now?”

“Yes I have a job that I need to finish tonight no matter what.”

“I was thinking of going to my younger sister’s tonight though.”

I knew that as well. Her younger sister is in critical condition. But if my wife goes
to check up on her, I will be left to watch the children.

“If you would just hire some-...” T attempted to say but stopped myself. Just
mentioning something regarding my wife’s relatives will cause trouble for both of us.

Living, it is a difficult thing. There are chains coming from here and there, all of
them entangled with each other, and if you try to move, even a little, blood will begin to
pour out.

I stopped talking and stood up. I took an envelope containing the advance for my
next manuscript out of my desk drawer and put it in my kimono sleeve, I took out my
manuscript paper and my dictionary and wrapped it in black cloth and softly crept outside
as if bodiless.

I cannot work at this point. I can only think about suicide. And at that I went
directly to my normal drinking spot.

“Welcome!”

“Let’s drink! Oh you are wearing that beautiful striped kimono again today...”

“It’s not bad, huh! I knew you liked it.”

“I just had a fight with my wife and I am unbearably depressed. I am going to stay
over tonight. [ am definitely staying over.”

I want to believe that parents are more important than children. Parents are
weaker than children.

The cherries are out.



At my house we do not let the children eat anything luxurious. They may never
have even seen cherries for all I know. I bet if I let them try some they will be happy. I
will carry the cherries home and they will rejoice. They will tie the vines together and
wear it like a corral necklace, the cherries replacing the rocks.

But, when Dad served them a big plate of those cherries, the children ate them
with revulsion; They ate them and spat the seeds out, ate them and spat the seeds out, ate
them and spate the seeds out, and then, in my heart, I grumbled these words with a
feigned confidence: Parents are more important than children.
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