
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	
[image: Image]

THE PILLOW BOOK
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Chronology

Main background events are included. Names are given in the
Japanese order, family name first.

966? Sei Shōnagon born. Father Kiyohara Motosuke, mother’s name unknown.

967 Emperor Murakami, Ichijō’s grandfather, dies. Interregnum for two years.

969 Enyū(b. 959), Ichijō’s father, succeeds to the throne.

975 Princess Senshi (964–1035) becomes Kamo High Priestess (until 1031).

977 Fujiwara Teishi born. Father Fujiwara Michitaka (b. 953), mother Takashina Kishi (d. 996).

978 Fujiwara Senshi (962–1001), daughter of Fujiwara Kaneie, becomes Empress of Emperor Enyū.

980 Ichijō born. Father Emperor Enyū, mother Fujiwara Senshi.

984 Emperor Enyū retires and takes Buddhist orders. Succeeded by Kazan (968–1008), eldest son of Emperor Reizei.

986 Emperor Kazan retires and takes Buddhist orders. Succeeded by Ichijō.

990 Teishi becomes High Consort to Emperor Ichijō. Fujiwara Kaneie, Michitaka’s father, becomes Chancellor.

991 Retired Emperor Enyū dies; Empress Dowager, Fujiwara Senshi, takes the tonsure.

993 Fujiwara Michitaka becomes Chancellor. ? Sei Shōnagon becomes a gentlewoman in Teishi’s court.

994? Fujiwara Korechika (974–1010), Michitaka’s son, presents Empress Teishi with the paper Sei Shōnagon will use for her Pillow Book.

995 Chancellor Fujiwara Michitaka dies. Michitaka’s brother and rival, Fujiwara Michinaga (966–1027), increases his power.

996 Teishi’s brothers Korechika and Takaie (979–1044) attack Retired Emperor Kazan; they are arrested and forced to leave the capital. ? Governor of Ise Minamoto Tsunefusa visits Sei Shōnagon and discovers and circulates the early draft of The Pillow Book. Teishi gives birth to a daughter, Princess Shūshi.

997 Korechika and Takaie are allowed to return to the capital.

999 Major fire at Imperial Palace. Teishi gives birth to a son, Prince Atsuyasu.

1000 Michinaga’s daughter Shōshi becomes High Consort to Emperor Ichijō, replacing Teishi in his favour. Teishi gives birth to a daughter, Princess Kyōshi, and dies two days later. Sei Shōnagon leaves the court.

1011 Emperor Ichijō dies. Succeeded by Sanjō.

1017 Last reference to Sei Shōnagon.

Introduction

A thousand years ago, in a world in many ways unimaginably different from ours, a lady at the imperial court of Japan settled herself in front of a precious bundle of paper and began to write the extraordinary work later called Makura no sōshi, known to English readers as The Pillow Book. In it she wrote about her world, in a voice so vividly alive that we find ourselves in the presence of a woman we recognize as we would a friend.

The world Sei Shōnagon lived in and wrote for was the intimate world of the court – instantly recognizable to her and her audience, but so opaque to us that often we have only her words to guide us. As we read her apparently crazy quilt of vignettes and opinions and anecdotes, we find ourselves deep inside this world, and feel her responses along our own nerves. But the modern reader’s compelling sense of intimacy with Sei Shōnagon and her world, which is one of the great achievements of her writing, is of course based on an illusion. We do not know that world, and before we enter it with her it is best to learn a little about it.

SEI SHŌNAGON AND THE BACKGROUND
TO HER WORLD

Sei ShŌnagon lived at the height of the Heian period. ‘Heian’ roughly translates as ‘peace and tranquility’, and nicely expresses the nature of this long, sunny period in Japanese history, stretching from 794 to 1186, when Japanese culture flowered and came into its own. This flowering grew from the fertilizing contact of the native culture with that of China, but by Sei Shōnagon’s time the direct impact of that powerful foreign civilization had largely been absorbed and contact with China had virtually ceased, although its culture was still a potent presence in civilized Japanese life.

The city in which Sei Shōnagon lived, Heian-kyō (present-day Kyoto), was usually known simply as ‘the capital’. Around and beyond, in wider Japan, lay the provinces, which for those people in Heian-kyō constituted a kind of outer darkness against which the cultured life of their capital glowed the more brightly. At the glowing centre of this world was the Emperor and his court. Heian-kyō was modelled on the Chinese capital Ch’ang-an, with a large imperial palace in the north of the city and a grid of streets to the east, west and south of it. The walled palace-grounds were in turn divided into the outer imperial palace, which held the buildings of the governmental bureaucracy, and, within another wall, the smaller inner complex of gallery-connected buildings that housed the Emperor and his various consorts, as well as some administrative buildings. (See ‘The Inner Palace’ in Appendix 1.)

This world – of the capital, more specifically of the inner palace area, and most particularly of the household of Empress Teishi where Sei Shōnagon served as gentlewoman – is that of The Pillow Book. Small though it may seem from our perspective, it was all the world to Sei Shōnagon, and in this she epitomizes the experience of the women and the men who served at the imperial court. Culture and civilization were synonymous with court life, and the closer one was to the Emperor the closer one was to its essence.

Sei Shōnagon was born into what she would have considered the periphery of this world. Her father was a Provincial Governor, a post given to middle-ranking courtiers but far from prestigious in the world of the court, where the requirement to live in the provinces was perceived as a kind of cultural exile. In fact, Governors often contrived to spend a good deal of time in the capital, and there is no record of Sei Shōnagon ever having experienced provincial life. Certainly the only experiences that mattered to her were exclusively to do with life in Heian-kyō.

Verifiable facts about Sei Shōnagon are sparse, and information about her life depends overwhelmingly on her own record in The Pillow Book. Even her name is puzzling. ‘Sei’ is a shorthand reference to her family name of Kiyohara (sei being an alternative reading of the character for kiyo), while ‘Shōnagon’ is the name of a bureaucratic post, translated here as ‘Junior Counsellor’ (See Appendix 5 on ranks and titles). Names were far more changeable and context-dependent than in our modern world, and at court it was traditional to name a gentlewoman by the title of a male relative, though no one has managed to trace definitively the ‘Junior Counsellor’ from whom Sei Shōnagon derives her name. Tradition has it that her original personal name was Nagiko.*

Balancing a variety of historical evidence, scholars suggest that Sei Shōnagon may have been born around 966, and the last apparently historical reference to her is around 1017. She seems to have been ‘married’ (although that word only inadequately conveys the fluid nature of marital arrangements at this time)1 to Tachibana Norimitsu (dates unknown), one of the courtiers who appears in The Pillow Book, though in a rather unimpressive role. (See Appendix 2 for a summary of Norimitsu’s appearances and that of other major characters.) We can gather that the marriage did not last, and there is certainly no suggestion of husband or children in The Pillow Book, although references found in other works of the period indicate that she had at least one child.

Thus Sei Shōnagon’s story essentially begins and ends with her relationship with Empress Teishi (977–1000). She seems to have entered Teishi’s court as a gentlewoman in either the spring or autumn of 993. She would have been in her late twenties, considerably older than most newly employed gentlewomen, and around ten years older than the Empress. Her service at court presumably came to an end with Teishi’s death seven years later.2 Of Sei Shōnagon’s subsequent life nothing is known, although tradition states that she degenerated in her final years into a poverty-stricken and unhappy crone. However, tradition may only be serving her what it considered her just desserts.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Although Teishi is here designated as ‘Empress’, her position was never as secure as that title implies. When Sei Shōnagon entered her service, Teishi was Emperor Ichijō’s first Empress (chūgū), a position she had held since soon after her powerful father Fujiwara Michitaka had arranged their marriage when she was fourteen and Ichijō eleven years old. Other consorts also lived in the various residences around Ichijō’s Seiryōden residence, however, and each of them had powerful family backing, on which their status at court largely depended.

Throughout most of Japanese history, the Emperor himself, for all his prestige, has been effectively powerless. During the Heian period, the real power lay in the hands of the great Fujiwara family. The court was largely composed of Fujiwara men, and members of the family’s main branch held the top positions in the court hierarchy. One of their chief aims was to provide from their own immediate family the woman who would become the mother of the future Emperor, and to this end there was perpetual rivalry and jockeying to place their daughters advantageously at court. Thus Teishi’s position rested precariously on the continued power of her father Michitaka, for all that Emperor Ichijō seems genuinely to have preferred her above his other consorts.

In The Pillow Book we meet Michitaka as the jovial Regent who so delighted Sei Shōnagon with his jokes and banter, a man revelling in his power and the resultant prestige of his family. His beloved daughter Teishi was Empress, her younger sister Genshi had recently become wife of the Crown Prince, his eldest son Korechika was in place to take over the reins of power in his turn, and his other children were likewise in positions of suitable prestige. His brother and rival, Michinaga, was as yet only a peripheral threat. But less than two years later, in 995, Michitaka died after a few months of illness. His brother Michikane became Regent, but when he died in an epidemic a mere seven days later, Michinaga at last attained his goal. His days of power extended until his death in 1027; his glittering career may have played a part in the portrait of the ‘Shining Prince’ in The Tale of Genji (Genji monogatari), that most famous of Heian tales, written when he was at the height of his glory.

For Teishi, Michitaka’s death was more than a personal sorrow because her position at court was now deeply insecure. It was further undermined when her chief protector, her brother Korechika, was disgraced and effectively exiled with their younger brother Takaie in 996, after a peculiar incident in which they attacked Retired Emperor Kazan, under the (probably mistaken) impression that he was secretly courting a lady who was at the time Korechika’s lover. Michinaga’s machinations may well have been behind this event, and it certainly played into his hands. Though Korechika was allowed to return from the provinces early in 997, his power had been permanently undermined, and with it Teishi’s position at court. In 1000, Michinaga established his ten-year-old daughter Shōshi as the first Empress. Teishi, still at court but her position now threatened on all sides, died at the end of the year, two days after childbirth.

CULTURAL BACKGROUND

Although Sei Shōnagon was profoundly affected by these events, they are almost entirely absent from her Pillow Book. Her gaze is determinedly, almost perversely, fixed on the delights to be found in court life; if sorrow momentarily clouds her sky, it is there only to provide the backdrop for some delightful event that relieves it with laughter. Although the history is essential for an understanding of the background to the world she writes about, we will most sympathetically read The Pillow Book if we allow ourselves temporarily to forget the grim facts. What Sei Shōnagon wants her reader to experience is the delicious pleasures of life at court, so it is to the details of that life that we should now turn.

Teishi and her gentlewomen inhabited a world that was largely screened from the world around it. Within the building where they spent their days and nights, the Empress herself was ensconced in the large Inner Chamber, and much of the comings and goings of life around her were conducted in the wide aisle area that surrounded this central room on all sides. (See ‘The Main House’ in Appendix 1.) Although the word ‘palace’ is often used to describe buildings such as those Teishi and the Emperor inhabited in the inner palace grounds, there was no palatial glitter about these simple wooden buildings. The only walled room was a sort of storeroom-cum-occasional-bedroom that made up one portion of the Inner Chamber; for the rest, ‘rooms’ were temporary constructions usually made of portable standing screens and standing curtains. Reed blinds and sliding panels were generally all that divided the Inner Chamber from the surrounding aisle, which was a step lower. The gentlewomen had their apartments along the side or back aisle, though the flimsy nature of the partitions meant that privacy was partial at best. Beyond the aisle, divided off by blinds and shutters and another step lower, a narrow veranda surrounded the building. (For definitions of general terminology, see Appendix 4.)

It was to the veranda that a gentleman would come to call on a gentlewoman, or a messenger present himself with a message for the Empress. These visitors from the outer world were received by the gentlewomen, obscured by lowered blinds or standing curtains, behind which they would sit and converse more or less invisibly, or receive the message (written or oral) and deliver it to the Empress within. It was only when they could be sure of being unobserved that the ladies would venture out to sit on the veranda or wander in the garden beyond. Barely a breath of the politics that seethed in the larger world of the palace is apparent in the picture Sei Shōnagon presents. Among the men, advancement in rank and title was the focus of constant rivalry. Sei Shōnagon and her friends were fascinated, though passive, observers of this struggle, and connoisseurs of its finer details, but they would have been surprised at the suggestion that they should want the powers and freedoms allowed to men: their tiny world was for them its own completely adequate centre.

The confined life of the women at court was only relieved by the intense pleasure of occasional expeditions. The highlights were viewing the splendid procession for the annual Kamo Festival (see Appendix 4), and the imperial processions when the Emperor left the palace, but religious events such as the popular Salvation Lotus Discourses could also cause great excitement, as Section 32 so vividly depicts. Even for such excursions, however, high-ranking ladies always remained hidden from view within their carriages, and observed the world through the haze of fine reed blinds.

Far from dulling the senses, however, this dimly lit and circumscribed world in fact vivified the perceptions of its inhabitants. Sei Shōnagon’s writing revels in the nuances of sound and scent – the soft tap of a lid placed on a kettle, the faint susurration of fire tongs gently stirring ash in a brazier, or the lingering scent from someone’s incense-impregnated clothes resonate with peculiar intensity. Visual awareness is also acute; the glint of firelight on a metal clasp or the glow of a glossed-silk robe receives loving attention.

This is perhaps to be expected, in a dark interior lit largely by an occasional oil lamp or brazier fire, or pale daylight filtered through fine blinds. What is unexpected and astonishing, however, is the vivid and detailed visual awareness of clothes. A figure some distance away, in a poorly illuminated room, will be recalled years later with an enthralled description of the details of clothing, colour and fabric. It is undoubtedly the case that Sei Shōnagon was particularly finely attuned to and observant of such matters, as her fellow-gentlewomen point out, perhaps rather wryly, in Section 78 after hearing a breathless report from her on a courtier’s splendid attire, but other writing of the time makes it clear that she was not unusual in her fascination with clothes. The question of what people wore was highly complex and of utmost importance for both men and women at court (see Appendix 6); Sei Shōnagon’s fine judgements reveal the degree to which clothing mattered in an estimation of others. Facial features, body type – such merely physical attributes are barely mentioned in describing a person’s appearance. A man or a woman is the clothes he or she wears.

This heightened awareness of taste and aesthetic sensibility is everywhere apparent in the court culture that Sei Shōnagon so lovingly documented, and nowhere more so than in relations between women and men. Senior courtiers constantly came calling on gentlewomen, and elegant repartee was the essence of conversations that could apparently continue for hours between the gentleman on his cushion on the veranda and the gentlewoman ensconced behind her blind or curtain close by. The only men who could breach the curtain’s boundary were family members, or lovers. Sei Shōnagon seems to have had several lovers during her period at court, a situation probably not uncommon for gentlewomen, but although she recorded her close relationships with these men, there is never a hint of any physicality in her descriptions. As with clothes, so with love – taste and sensibility, rather than the merely physical, are the focus of interest and awareness.

Nothing revealed a person’s degree of sensibility more clearly than the art of poetry. It would seem from reading The Pillow Book that poetic allusion was woven into every elegant conversation, and almost any occasion could be turned to the purposes of poetic composition. Anyone who hoped to be admired and accepted had to be deeply knowledgeable about the poetic canon, particularly the poems contained in the classic poetry collections such as Kokinshū, and able to weave apposite allusions to them into her or his own occasional poetry. Wittily nuanced messages, generally containing a poem, flew constantly between members of the court and sometimes beyond; these in turn required a suitable extempore poem in response, written in an elegant hand on paper carefully chosen for appropriateness of colour and quality, in every aspect of which one’s sensibility and character would be displayed for intense scrutiny. Although such exchanges of poetry were common throughout the court, by long tradition it was the romantic relationship that quintessentially embodied the essence of poetic exchange. A man could fall in love with a woman on the evidence of little more than her poems; a woman could decide to sever relations with a man if he demonstrated poetic obtuseness, as Sei Shōnagon several times describes herself doing in The Pillow Book.

Sei Shōnagon was a masterful practitioner of the art of witty repartee and poetic exchange, and revelled in recording her finest moments. She also frequently described how nervous poetic composition made her, and with so much at stake this is not surprising. She had the added burden, however, of coming from a family with a high reputation for poetic composition. Her own skills were clearly in the field of clever social verse; it was more serious composition, for poetry contests or in response to an occasion such as the excursion in Section 94 to hear the first call of the hototogisu (a small cuckoo whose sweet lilting call was a poetic harbinger of early summer), that she found intimidating.

She was perfectly happy to be the one who intimidated with poetry on other occasions, however, and The Pillow Book abounds in tales of various hapless gentlemen’s defeat at her hands. She evidently had an astonishingly quick mind, and could cap any allusion that came her way. The situations that caused her most difficulty were those involving allusions from Chinese poetry: not because she was ignorant of it, but rather because it was considered unseemly for a woman to betray any knowledge of it. The Chinese language belonged to the sphere of men: their public and official writing, of both prose and poetry, was conducted in Chinese, and their education was largely devoted to the Chinese classics. Other sources make it clear that it was in fact not unusual for an intelligent woman to gain some surreptitious knowledge of these classics – and indeed the scenes in The Pillow Book in which men are heard chanting Chinese poetry show that women were frequently exposed to it – but it was generally frowned on for a woman to flaunt this knowledge. Sei Shōnagon, typically, knew far more than most, and the gentlemen knew she did, and enjoyed seeing her negotiate the difficult challenge of cleverly responding to a Chinese allusion in a suitably roundabout way.

From the above it may seem that Sei Shōnagon’s primary social focus was men, and men certainly are the principal players in many of the episodes she related. But the real emotional focus of her life at court was the Empress she served. For all Sei Shōnagon’s clear-eyed and acerbic observations on those with whom she came in contact, her vision of Her Majesty was perpetually glazed with something close to adoration. Teishi was by all accounts an enchantingly lively and beautiful young woman, yet even so Sei Shōnagon’s worshipful attitude towards her strikes most modern readers as excessive. But we must remember that the Heian court was far from alone in its adulation of emperors and empresses; this kind of adoration, which may appear to us merely sycophantic, was for many centuries and in many lands the norm.

Teishi evidently took pleasure in Sei Shōnagon’s company, if we can trust The Pillow Book accounts, and certainly enjoyed teasing her, at times a little cruelly, by pretending to test her love. But Sei Shōnagon was in fact a precious asset for Teishi, someone whose fine taste and brilliant wit brought honour to her in a world that placed high value on the reputation of one’s salon. When Sei Shōnagon delights everyone with a particularly adroit and ingenious response to a poetic challenge Teishi has posed, a gentlewoman admiringly remarks, ‘You epitomize the sort of person who belongs in this court’ (Section 279). This was undoubtedly true, and it should be the first thing kept in mind in turning to the question of the origins and purposes of The Pillow Book.

WHAT IS THE PILLOW BOOK?

The final section [S29] provides its own explanation for how The Pillow Book came into being. There Sei Shōnagon gives us this rather cryptic scene:

Palace Minister Korechika one day presented to the Empress a bundle of paper. ‘What do you think we could write on this?’ Her Majesty inquired. ‘They are copying Records of the Historian over at His Majesty’s court.’

‘This should be a “pillow”, then,’ I suggested.

‘Very well, it’s yours,’ declared Her Majesty, and she handed it over to me.

Unfortunately, precisely what Sei Shōnagon intended by her reference to a ‘pillow’ (makura)3 has never been satisfactorily explained. We can probably dismiss the idea that she meant it literally. References to ‘makura’ in other works of the period suggest that she may have been requesting to keep the paper by her pillow for private jottings – she asserts several times that her writing was never intended for public view, although there is a strong whiff of false humility in these disclaimers. Still, paper was a precious commodity, and this was a gift to Her Majesty, who evidently wished it to be used for some purpose that might equal or rival the work going on at the Emperor’s court, where they were making a copy of one of the great Chinese classics. Besides, having read this far, we will know that it is probable Sei Shōnagon was being witty. Various puns have been suggested,4 but a conclusive explanation remains elusive. The one thing that is clear is that it was as a result of Sei Shōnagon’s suggestion that Teishi gave her the bundle of paper which became the bound book (sōshi) later known to the world as Makura no sōshi (literally ‘Pillow Book’).5

Perhaps we can combine several interpretations and imagine Sei Shōnagon taking away her pile of paper to keep by her pillow and write, in the form of private jottings and as if purely for her own entertainment, a work that would redound to the credit of Teishi’s court – a work conveying the brilliant wit, exquisite taste and sheer ‘delightfulness’ for which that court had become known and which Sei Shōnagon was felt to epitomize. If this was her aim, she certainly fulfilled it.

The question of when and why the book was written is rather more complex than this, however. Scholars have used the reference to Korechika’s court title in this scene to date the gift of paper to between 994 and 996. In the same section, Sei Shōnagon also describes how her work was disconcertingly revealed to the world when she put out a mat for the visiting Governor of Ise, Tsunefusa, and discovered too late that her precious ‘bound book’ was sitting on the mat (though no matter how ill-lit the room, it is rather unlikely that Sei Shōnagon wouldn’t have been aware of what was on that mat she apparently guilelessly offered).

Tsunefusa held the post of Governor between 995 and 997, which we might expect to give us a rough guide to when The Pillow Book was completed. But whatever Tsunefusa triumphantly made off with and passed around was not the whole work we have today; it contains numerous scenes and references datable to after 997, the latest of them (Sections 6, 222 and 273) belonging to the period immediately before Teishi’s death in 1000. Scattered asides elsewhere in the book also reveal that at least in some sections Sei Shōnagon was aware of an audience, one that had begged her ‘not to leave anything out’, but that was nevertheless likely to be offended by some of what she included. All this suggests that an early version of the work, circulated by Tsunefusa, met with gratifying success, and at the encouragement of her eager readers she continued to add to it for the rest of her time at court and quite possibly beyond.

One of the most striking aspects of The Pillow Book as we have it is that it is an extraordinary jumble: some sections are brief while others can be many pages long; there are lists, personal reminiscences and anecdotes, and the author’s own thoughts and opinions on all manner of topics, while sections seem to be snatches of scenes for a romantic tale. Sometimes some or all of these flow in and out of each other within a single section. Was there once perhaps more order in the work that subsequently became irrevocably tangled and confused? Since no manuscript of The Pillow Book survives from earlier than the thirteenth century, and that version differs from others known from later references to have existed before that date, we cannot know. Scholars still argue over its earliest form, a problem that is further complicated by the existence of four different versions of the work.6

One argument suggests that the original impulse for the work can be traced to the lists scattered throughout it. They take various forms, but in the simplest, consisting largely of strings of names or objects belonging to a given category, Sei Shōnagon’s interest is almost exclusively to do with their appearance in or association with poetry. Given the importance of poetic allusion in her world, such a compendium would have been of great interest to her readers, in a way it cannot be for us. Perhaps what Sei Shōnagon originally set out to do was create a kind of handbook of poetic references, in the manner of others already in existence?

The famous first section can certainly be read in this way: as a prescriptive list of the times of day that poetically most embody the subjective essence of the various seasons. However, although the second section seems to set out to continue this form, Sei Shōnagon rapidly slips into personal anecdote and extended description, liberally laced with pithy comments, until at the end of this section she seems to have abandoned the projected list altogether. The fact is that Sei Shōnagon’s personality is irrepressible, and seldom suffers for long the strict confines of a list; again and again, she cannot resist adding personal comments and asides that sometimes lead off into anecdotes or lengthy opinions in which her list is apparently quite forgotten. It is easy to imagine that her readers would have enjoyed these interjections of direct and personal writing, finding to their delight that their world was being documented for them in intimate and exquisite detail. We cannot tell whether the lists scattered throughout the work constitute its original material or were intended to be a kind of backbone, but in the Pillow Book we have today it is Sei Shōnagon’s own voice that predominates.

Nevertheless, we should keep in mind that those lists, which could read as a quirky, personal cataloguing of names and things based on highly individual taste, may well have been intended essentially as catalogues of shared taste, responses and knowledge. In the world of the Heian court, as in other conservative societies and periods, the essential role of taste and opinion was to affirm one’s identity with others, and individual variation was often looked at askance – a fact to which Sei Shōnagon often reveals herself to be very sensitive. The conflicting claims of individuality and group are always present, of course, and Sei Shōnagon’s personality was sufficiently strong to cause her to suffer from them. Yet much that might seem to us simply personal and individual in her writing is really the articulation of her world and its values.

This point is relevant when we consider the key word okashi, which is woven throughout her work as a strong motif. Perhaps the best English translation is the earlier meaning of ‘amusing’: that which entertains, intrigues, delights, pleases and beguiles. Since ‘amusing’ is now a rather chilly and old-fashioned word, however, I have chosen the more spirited ‘delightful’ in my translation. English will tolerate far less repetition than classical Japanese, so I have frequently substituted other words with similar meanings, such as ‘charming’ or ‘lovely’, and there are of course instances where ‘delightful’ does not convey the exact nuance intended. But even so, the reader may notice that ‘delightful’ occurs with great regularity; this is deliberate, since it is important to convey something of the nature of this crucial word’s constant, central presence in the work.

There can be no question that when Sei Shōnagon declared an experience or thing to be okashi it was a response of genuine feeling, but she did so knowing that her readers would understand precisely what she meant, and smile in agreement. Okashi is much more than a matter of merely private and transient responsiveness. It is in essence a kind of aesthetic response, one that can be cultivated and honed, which delights itself by its awareness of the frisson of pleasure that an object or moment produces, and whose pleasure is compounded by the knowledge that it would be shared by others of cultured sensibility. Sei Shōnagon was writing not only for but, in an important sense, on behalf of her audience at court as she noted, described and discussed the myriad things that engaged her interest, and the okashi sensibility is the unifying theme behind her jumble of apparently random jottings. She does indeed epitomize the sensibility of Teishi’s court, and in documenting her own responses to the world she was producing a kind of exposition of that sensibility.

Sei Shōnagon would never have considered her task in these bald terms, of course, if indeed she considered it at all, and there certainly would have been no talk of ‘an okashi aesthetic’ at the court. Yet she clearly was intent on documenting her world through its lens. Even where the word itself is absent from what she writes, we feel its presence as the constant tenor, as much in her discussion of what fails to delight as in the record of what does. And when we consider the sorrowful and increasingly tragic events that began to overwhelm Teishi and her court a mere two years after Sei Shōnagon arrived, we must be astonished that out of this could have come a work that not only resolutely refuses to acknowledge these sorrows, but that largely refuses to acknowledge sorrow itself, and gives us in its place a world of exquisite delight.

It may well be, as some recent scholars7 have suggested, that Sei Shōnagon was consciously setting out to present Teishi’s court as forever bathed in the rosy glow of okashi as an antidote to the historical facts and as a way of salvaging Teishi’s sad tale for posterity – and it is certainly true that the wild chronological confusion in the ordering of anecdotes creates a floating portrait of the court detached from time and history (although the author included details that would easily identify the date of some episodes for a reader familiar with her world). As we read, we are always deep inside the moment of experience that comes to us off the page; Sei Shōnagon seems intent on presenting these moments simply for their own sake, not as part of some larger story that we will return to after these present pleasures or irritations have been savoured.

This effect is far stronger for a reader of the work in its original Japanese than for English language readers, for whom an awareness of time as past or present is woven deep into the structure of our language. The language in which Sei Shōnagon wrote was capable of using verb inflections to indicate nuances that make English verb tenses seem clumsy; but a writer did not on the other hand need to specify any time relationship at all, unless she particularly wished to. A narration of a past event could make use of a verb inflection indicating personal reminiscence, for instance, but it could, and often did, dispense with this and simply proceed in a time-neutral verb form. This characteristic of the language is perfect for Sei Shōnagon’s purposes. Although there are occasions when a sudden past inflection will ground a scene inside personal reminiscence, by and large the world she gives us is, quite literally, timeless.

This produces some peculiar and intriguing results. In most consecutive writing, context is usually enough to give the reader the necessary information about time, but Sei Shōnagon’s writing is anything but consecutive. She will often launch into a new scene without any orienting context except perhaps some thematic or tangential connection with the previous scene, and we find ourselves inside it without any idea of whether it is describing something that she herself once experienced, or that people of sensibility may well experience, or that we are experiencing through the medium of a romanticized scene from a tale. As we read on, we may come across a verb inflection or some other information that answers the question, but often we finish none the wiser, or confused by a description that seems to slip freely between reminiscence and a floating projection of the imagination. This detachment is exacerbated by the fact that the classical Japanese language does not need, and very seldom has, a specified subject to the verb. Is it I, or you, or we, or perhaps she, who is experiencing this? The question will often seem irrelevant, for in many passages, it is enough that the experience exists as we read, and that by reading we too experience it.8 In The Pillow Book, we seem to enter a kind of entranced historical present in which we will often find ourselves experiencing the moment as Sei Shōnagon herself does, but we are more generally the receptive consciousness of an anonymous lady at the Heian court.

LITERARY BACKGROUND

What traditions of writing did Sei Shōnagon draw on when she chose the form her ‘pillow’ would take? Over at the Emperor’s court, they were busy reinforcing the male literary tradition by laboriously copying a Chinese classic. What could a woman, who was barred from this tradition, produce that might in some way match that officially sanctioned endeavour?

Although when men wrote Japanese poetry they used the phonetic script that had evolved for writing the language (hiragana), this script, and the spoken native language, were largely the domain of women’s reading and writing. In the long, dragging hours when there was nothing much to do, the women would sit together and listen to a reading of one of the many tales written in this script that were then in circulation among the ladies (as well as some rather shame-faced gentlemen) in the better households. Almost all these tales have been lost to us, but they were evidently largely romantic and sentimental, and were inclined to idealized scenes of splendid men, exquisite ladies and affecting circumstances. They were frequently accompanied by illustrations, which the audience would gaze at as the words they heard brought the scene to life.

It seems that these tales, though intended for a female audience, were in fact largely written (anonymously) by men. But there was nothing to prevent a woman creating one – indeed, in the decade following Teishi’s death, this tradition would attain magnificent heights in the work of another court gentlewoman, Murasaki Shikibu, in The Tale of Genji. We might expect that Sei Shōnagon likewise would have tried her hand at writing a tale; certainly, the influence both of these romantic tales and of their illustrations is pervasive in The Pillow Book, and the atmosphere of their world colours her perceptions and responses in fascinating ways. Her prose itself, a form of written Japanese sometimes referred to as ‘women’s writing’ that had evolved relatively recently, and largely through the medium of tales and letters, is necessarily imbued with the language of the tales. There are even a few sections in The Pillow Book that seem to be little scenes from a romantic tale, and once she appears to begin one in earnest (Section 294). But Sei Shōnagon was too interested in the real world and its foibles to be able to sustain a romantic sensibility for long. Her forte was close observation and personal comment; if she set out to describe the ideal lover, she ended up providing a hilarious portrait of his mortifying real-life counterpart. The romantic tale was not the genre for her.

The other possibility for ‘women’s writing’ in prose was the ‘diary’ or private journal that recorded personal experiences and thoughts, ostensibly purely for one’s own purposes. Men wrote diaries (nikki) too, but they were largely dry notations in Chinese of date and event. Women took the diary form and made it a looser, more subjective and psychologically penetrating record of lived experience. Unlike the tales, these diaries were not read for popular entertainment, but they were an accepted genre of writing that Sei Shōnagon clearly drew on in her descriptions of incidents she had experienced and witnessed. The diaries were the realistic antithesis of the romantic tales. Those that have come down to us, the earliest of which is Kagerōnikki (completed c. 975), give us a very different world from that of the tales, one in which we read of the sorrows of women condemned to wait and yearn for the visits of a fickle husband or lover, or of the frictions and everyday events that make up so much of life. Their finely nuanced introversion creates a style of writing that Sei Shōnagon’s brisk extroversion would have had no truck with. If she was going to write anything resembling a personal journal, she would have to do it in a very different way.

What she came up with was, in fact, so different that it is quite unlike anything known to have come before it. Scholars have pointed to the long tradition of compendiums and catalogues that Sei Shōnagon had to draw on when she conceived her lists, but if this is indeed how she began, she very quickly transformed it into something much more personal and flamboyantly alive. The Heian women’s diary form produced masterful examples of the kind of introspection that is perhaps a worldwide characteristic of women’s writing; but what Sei Shōnagon produced was an extended, ebullient conversation with somebody else – with her audience. She so engages us because she engages with us, we meet her eye across a thousand years. Perhaps it is the letter form that Sei Shōnagon’s overall style comes closest to – the random flow of anecdotes and opinions and thoughts, apparently dashed off extempore, veering impulsively from one comment or story to another, each new turn touched off by some random association or tangential connection, or perhaps by nothing at all. The bewildering shifts of tone and content, the rich mix of the elegant and refined with the down-to-earth and acerbic, produce an effect of spontaneity and intimacy that draws the reader into a warm complicity, even when we find ourselves appalled at her frequent snobbery and occasional cruelty.

The literary judgements of posterity, however, generally come down on the side of the serious. The Heian women writers who are still praised are those who evolved and expressed the sombre sensibility later identified as aware, a feeling-tone in which responsiveness to the moving nature of the phenomenal world derives from a recognition of its transience. While The Pillow Book is always mentioned in any list of the great Heian period classics, attention then often moves on to the Tale of Genji, or to the more pensive and melancholy diaries. Sei Shōnagon’s apparent frivolity has sometimes tended to condemn her to the margins.

The difficulty for the serious-minded and scholarly who are the arbiters of literary taste is really not just with The Pillow Book, its ‘shallow’ aesthetic and ‘erratic’ spontaneity. Sei Shōnagon herself seems to irritate. The earliest example is in the diary of the author of The Tale of Genji, the somewhat morose and withdrawn Murasaki Shikibu, who was a gentlewoman in the court of the Empress who had supplanted Teishi:

Sei Shōnagon… was dreadfully conceited. She thought herself so clever and littered her writings with Chinese characters; but if you examined them closely, they left a great deal to be desired. Those who think of themselves as being superior to everyone else in this way will inevitably suffer and come to a bad end, and people who have become so precious that they go out of their way to try and be sensitive in the most unpromising situations, trying to capture every moment of interest, however slight, are bound to look ridiculous and superficial. How can the future turn out well for them?9

Sei Shōnagon had long since left the court when these words were written, but this sour judgement shows that she still rankled for Murasaki. Similar opinions have continued to be expressed down the centuries, and modern scholars (men) have often been equally irritated by her. She has been dismissed by some as a mere chatterbox of a woman, and The Pillow Book considered to be nothing more than a silly gentlewoman’s idle thoughts spilling themselves haphazardly on to the page. It is common in Japan to contrast her with Murasaki Shikibu, and those who side with Sei Shōnagon in this perceived rivalry are often characterized as vacuous and frivolous.

Given this criticism, it is all the more impressive that The Pillow Book has always been accorded important status as a classic. Its fascination and odd genius are undeniable, and there have been and are many scholars happy to give it the attention it richly deserves, just as there will surely always be new readers who rediscover its delights.

NOTES

1.    Marriage customs were complex. In Sei Shōnagon’s world, it was usual for a husband to come and go from his wife’s family home where she remained living, at least during the early years of the marriage. Male monogamy often was not strictly practised, and many marriages seem to have been rather tenuous arrangements. See also Section 2, note 4.

2.    I follow the custom of giving dates without the fine calculations necessary to adjust to the lunar calendar used in Japan then. Teishi’s death occurred in the twelfth month of 1000, which approximates to February 1001 in our Julian calendar. For an explanation of the Japanese calendar, see Appendix 3.

3.    The word ‘pillow’ (makura) carries certain overtones in classical Japanese, but they are not to do with the erotic. Rather, the word has a poetic resonance, appearing in literary expressions such as makurakotoba (‘pillow word’, a word that conventionally accompanies a certain word or phrase in early poetry) or utamakura (‘poem pillow’, a word or image codified for a specific poetic use). Some scholars argue that such connotations are important in understanding the intentions behind The Pillow Book.

4.    The most plausible is a pun in which the name of Records of the Historian (Shiki) is treated as homophonous with the word shiki meaning something, such as bedding, that is laid out. Sei Shōnagon would thus be proposing that if the Emperor’s court is ‘laying out bedding’, Teishi’s court should cap this by providing the ‘pillow’.

5.    Sei Shōnagon does not seem to have called it this herself. The work went by a variety of names until the present name became the established one around the mid-sixteenth century. The name apparently derives from the scene in Section [S29] quoted above.

6.    Two of these, known as the Sakaibon and the Maedakebon, variously group passages in the same general style (lists, anecdotes and ‘essays’) separately. These are now considered to be a later ordering of the earlier random order, preserved in different forms and with some differences in content in the other two texts, the Nōinbon and the Sankanbon. (See ‘Note on the Translation’ for further discussion of these texts.)

7.    Mitamura Masako is foremost among these scholars.

8.    In an attempt to convey some of this effect, I have frequently chosen to translate passages or whole sections in the present tense, and made that anonymous experiencing subject ‘you’. This felicitously both speaks directly to the individual ‘you’ of the reader and draws the reader into the company of the general ‘you’ (which would be more formally expressed as ‘one’), so has the benefit of creating something close to the kind of complicitness with the reader that Sei Shōnagon’s Japanese produces. However, I have given the past tense to the many scenes that clearly mark themselves as narration of specific past events.

9.    The Diary of Lady Murasaki, trans. Richard Bowring (Penguin Classics, 1996), p. 54.
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Note on the Translation

A text of this age can be expected to present transcription and manuscript problems, and The Pillow Book certainly does so. Four major variant forms of the work exist, and there may well have been more. The version used here is known as Sankanbon, now generally agreed to preserve at least something approximating the work’s original form, although it is quite likely that words, sentences, and perhaps even whole sections have been added or removed or otherwise tampered with by subsequent copyists. The Sankanbon text, whose earliest extant copy dates from 1228, traditionally includes a ‘supplementary’ group of sections that was apparently included in the text proper in a previous version of it, no longer extant. The other main contender is known as Nōinbon,1 which contains much the same material but frequently in different order, omits some passages found in Sankanbon and adds others. The issue of the relationship of the four variants is complex, and is further confused by the problem of how and in what stages Sei Shōnagon might have composed the work (see Introduction, p. xxii).

My translation is based on the 1997 annotated edition of the Sankanbon text edited by Matsuo Satoshi and Nagai Kazuko and published by Shōgakukan, although I have taken into account the annotations and interpretations provided by other editions as need arose.2 There are numerous places in the text where scholarly interpretations of meaning differ, and here I choose my way among the various possibilities. Occasionally, the Nōinbon text seems to preserve the more natural meaning, and there I momentarily desert the Sankanbon text for the sake of clarity; these are always acknowledged in the Notes.

The translation of the poetry presents a particular, virtually insurmountable, problem. The traditional Japanese poetic form (waka) is syllabic rather than metrical in rhythm, has no rhyme, uses no line division and largely depends for its effect on subtleties of pervasive poetic allusion and other linguistic devices that are untranslatable and require copious notes for a foreign reader (and even for a modern Japanese one). Thus almost no element of a poem can be carried across into English beyond the bare denotative meanings of its words, which generally has the effect of making the poem sound mindlessly simple, stark, or just plain pointless. In order to create at least some semblance of what English readers feel to be poetry, I have followed translation tradition and divided the poem into five lines, corresponding to the syllabic 5–7–5–7–7 demarcations of the original waka. Where feasible, I preserve something close to that syllable count, although counting syllables in English is a mental and not an aural exercise; however, where strict syllabic count produces a rhythm that interferes with aural pleasure, I frequently allow a modified iambic to stretch the syllable number into something that sounds more natural to the English reader’s ear. Translating the words presents its own problems, particularly as the point of Sei Shōnagon’s poetry generally lies in clever punning. Sometimes there is a way to slip the pun directly or indirectly into English, but for the most part I can only follow the imagery while trying to suggest through choice of language where the pun would lie, and hope that at least a little of the poem’s interest is thereby preserved. Readers are referred to the Notes for fuller explanations of how the wit works.

The early manuscripts of The Pillow Book show that Sei Shōnagon’s text was a more or less continuous one, without section divisions. This creates a very different and much more extraordinary reading experience than the subsequent clerical snipping into individual sections allows. With some reluctance, I have followed modern practice by retaining the traditional section divisions, with numbers for ease of reference, and highlighting the opening words of each section in lieu of a title. (For the supplementary sections, see p. 250.) However, readers are encouraged to ignore these divisions as they read, for by doing so they will often be pleased to discover the subtle, tangential connections that flow backwards and forwards across and among sections that at first appear to be isolated entities.

An asterisk following the section number indicates that general information useful for understanding the section is provided at this point in the Notes. Where a date for the scene described in the section is known or able to be conjectured from internal evidence, it has been given in brackets after the section ‘title’ in the Notes. The reader is also referred to the appendices for unfamiliar terms not found in the Notes – including general terms, ranks and titles, colours and religious festivals – and to the list of the main characters appearing in the text (Appendix 2).

The Pillow Book is written in a language that became the epitome of classical beauty for subsequent ages, which have always looked back to the glories of Heian culture with reverent nostalgia. However, when Sei Shōnagon was writing it had none of this aura, and seems to have been a written language that had in many ways not yet distinguished itself from everyday spoken Japanese. Sei Shōnagon’s Pillow Book speaks with a direct and vivid voice, and I attempt to convey this. I will have succeeded if readers can feel, as they read, the pleasure of her company.

NOTES

1.    Ivan Morris, in his translation of The Pillow Book (1967), chose to base his work largely on the Nōinbon text, and the Penguin Classics edition of his translation (1971) omits many of the list sections as well as other sections deemed too obscure for the general reader.

2.    Chief among them are the 1991 edition, ed. Watanabe Minoru, published as Number 25 of the Shin Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei series, and the two-volume 1977 edition, ed. Hagitani Boku, published as Numbers 11 and 12 in the Shinchō Nihon Koten Shūsei series.


The Pillow Book

[1]* In spring, the dawn – when the slowly paling mountain rim is tinged with red, and wisps of faintly crimson-purple cloud float in the sky.

In summer, the night – moonlit nights, of course, but also at the dark of the moon, it’s beautiful when fireflies are dancing everywhere in a mazy flight. And it’s delightful too to see just one or two fly through the darkness, glowing softly. Rain falling on a summer night is also lovely.

In autumn, the evening – the blazing sun has sunk very close to the mountain rim, and now even the crows, 1 in threes and fours or twos and threes, hurrying to their roost, are a moving sight. Still more enchanting is the sight of a string of wild geese in the distant sky, very tiny. And oh how inexpressible, when the sun has sunk, to hear in the growing darkness the wind, and the song of autumn insects.

In winter, the early morning – if snow is falling, of course, it’s unutterably delightful, but it’s perfect too if there’s a pure white frost, or even just when it’s very cold, and they hasten to build up the fires in the braziers and carry in fresh charcoal. But it’s unpleasant, as the day draws on and the air grows warmer, how the brazier fire dies down to white ash.

[2]* Times of year – The first month; the third, fourth and fifth months; the seventh, eighth and ninth; the eleventh and twelfth – in fact every month according to its season, the year round, is delightful.

On the first day of the year, the sky is gloriously fresh and spring mists hang in the air. It’s quite special and delightful the way people everywhere have taken particular care over their clothing and makeup, and go about exchanging New Year felicitations.

On the seventh day, people pluck the new shoots of herbs 1 that have sprung up in the patches of bare earth amidst the snow – they’re wonderfully green and fresh, and it’s charming just what a fuss is made over these herbs, which normally aren’t to be seen at such close quarters. Those of good family who live outside the palace brighten up their carriages and set off to see the Parading of the Blue Roans. It’s fun 2 how, when the carriages are pulled over the big ground beam of the central palace gate, all the ladies’ heads are jolted together so that your hair combs tumble out and can easily break if you aren’t careful, and everybody laughs. I remember seeing a large group of senior courtiers and others standing about near the Left Gate Watch guardhouse, gaily snatching the attendants’ bows and twanging them to startle the horses – also, peeping through the carriage blinds and delightedly glimpsing groundswomen and other serving ladies coming and going near one of the lattice fences further in. Witnessing such a scene, of course you sigh and wonder just what sort of people they must be, to manage to be so at ease in the ‘nine-fold palace’. But when I actually saw them at such close quarters at the palace, the attendants’ faces were all dark and blotchy where their white powder hadn’t covered the skin properly, precisely like black patches of earth showing through where snow has half melted – a truly horrible sight. The horses’ rearing and lunging was quite terrifying, so I retreated to the depths of the carriage, where I could no longer really see.

On the eighth day, there’s a special thrill in the noise of all the carriages hurtling about as everyone who’s received a promotion does the rounds to exchange felicitations.

On the fifteenth day, the day of the full moon, a delightful scene always takes place in the houses of the nobility after the festival food is served. Both the senior and junior gentlewomen of the house go about looking for a chance to strike each other with gruel sticks, 3 constantly glancing behind them to make sure they aren’t hit themselves. It’s marvellous fun when someone manages somehow to get in a strike, and everyone bursts into delighted peals of laughter – though you can certainly see why the poor victim herself feels upset.

A young man has recently begun to call on his new wife. 4 Now it’s time for him to set off for the palace, and lurking in the background peeping out is one of her gentlewomen, gleefully self-important and struggling to contain herself till he leaves. The gentlewomen who are sitting gathered around the girl all smile, realizing perfectly well what’s going on, but she secretly motions them to stay quiet. Meanwhile, the girl sits there innocently, seeming to have noticed nothing. Then up comes the gentlewoman, with some excuse such as ‘I’ll just pick this up’, darts over and strikes her and runs off, while everyone collapses in laughter. The young man doesn’t take it amiss but smiles amiably, and as for the girl, it’s quite charming to see that though she doesn’t seem particularly surprised, she is nevertheless blushing slightly.

The gentlewomen strike each other too, and I gather men even get struck sometimes. It’s also amusing to witness someone for some reason lose her temper and burst into tears, and roundly abuse whoever has struck her. Even the more exalted people in the palace join in the day’s fun.

There’s a charming scene in the palace at the time of the Spring Appointments List. It’s snowing and everything’s icy, and men of the fourth and fifth ranks are walking about holding their letters requesting promotion. The youthful, high-spirited ones inspire you with confidence in them, but there are also old white-haired fellows who go around confiding in people, in hopes that this will improve their chances. They approach some gentlewoman and obliviously set about singing their own praises to her, and they can have no idea that some of the younger gentlewomen are busy imitating them and laughing behind their back. ‘Do please mention me favourably to the Emperor or Empress,’ they implore us – and it’s a fine thing if they actually gain the post they want, but really most pathetic when they fail.

The third day of the third month is full of the soft sunshine of spring. Now is the time when the peach trees begin to bloom, and of course the willows too are particularly lovely at this time. It’s charming to see the buds still cocooned in their sheaths like silkworms – but on the other hand, once the leaves have opened they’re rather unpleasant.

If you break off a branch of splendidly flowering cherry and arrange it in a large flower vase, the effect is delightful. And it’s particularly charming if a gentleman, be it one of Her Majesty’s brothers or a normal guest, is seated nearby engaged in conversation, wearing a cloak in the cherry-blossom combination with undersleeves displayed.

And how delightful it all is at the time of the Festival 5 in the fourth month! The court nobles and senior courtiers in the festival procession are only distinguishable by the different degrees of colour of their formal cloaks, and the robes beneath are all of a uniform white, which produces a lovely effect of coolness. The leaves of the trees have not yet reached their full summer abundance but are still a fresh young green, and the sky’s clarity, untouched by either the mists of spring or autumn’s fogs, fills you with inexplicable pleasure. And when it clouds a little in the evening or at night, how unbearably lovely then to hear from far in the distance the muted call of a hototogisu, sounding so faint you almost doubt your ears.

It’s delightful, as the day of the Festival approaches, to see the attendants going to and fro carrying tight rolls of dark leaf-green or lavender fabric, 6 wrapped lightly in just a touch of paper. Patterning effects such as graded dye and dapple dye strike you as unusually beautiful at this time.

The little girls who will be in the procession are also enchanting. They’ve already washed their hair and done it nicely, but they may still be wearing their everyday threadbare and rumpled clothes, and they trot around full of excited anticipation, crying ‘Rethread my high clogs for me!’ or ‘Sew up the soles of my shoes!’ But for all their boisterous posturing and prancing, once they’re dressed up in their festival finery they suddenly begin parading about with great solemnity, like self-important priests at the head of some dignified procession, no doubt starting to feel thoroughly nervous. It’s also touching to see, in the festival procession, a parent or aunt or perhaps an
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older sister accompanying the little girls and carefully tending their clothing as they walk.

When you see a man who’s set his heart on becoming Chamberlain, but who’s in no position to achieve his goal just yet, dressed specially in the Chamberlain’s green formal cloak 7 for the day of the Festival, you wish for his sake he didn’t have to take it off again. It’s a pity that it isn’t damask like the real one, however.

[3] Though it’s the same it sounds different – The language of priests. Men’s language. Women’s language.

Commoners always use too many words when they speak.

[4]* It breaks my heart to think of parents sending a beloved son into the priesthood. Poor priests, they’re not the unfeeling lumps of wood that people take them for. They’re despised for eating that dreadful monastic food, and their sleeping arrangements are no better. A young priest must naturally be full of curiosity, and how could he resist the forbidden urge to peep into a room, especially if there’s a woman in there? But this is criticized as disgraceful too.

Exorcist priests 1 have an even harder life. If they ever nod off, exhausted from their long labours, people complain that they do nothing but sleep. How constrained and miserable this must make them feel!

Well, this is how things used to be, anyway. These days, in fact, priests lead a much easier life.

[5]* When the Empress moved to the home of Senior Steward Narimasa, he had his east gate specially upgraded to a four-pillared one, through which her palanquin was carried when she arrived. We gentlewomen were to have our carriages driven in through the north gate, and since we knew there would be no guards in place there yet, and were blithely assuming that the carriages would be drawn right up to the veranda where we could disembark in private, those of us whose hair was a mess didn’t really bother to make ourselves look presentable. But the gate turned out to be too small for our palm-leaf carriages to pass through, so they ended up laying down the usual matting from the gate and we had to get down and walk after all. It was all very distressing and infuriating, but it couldn’t be helped. And to add to our exasperation, the area round the guardhouse was lined with senior courtiers and lower-ranking men who stood there watching us go by.

When I reported these events to Her Majesty, she smiled and said, ‘And do you also imagine no one is going to see you in here? How could you all be so careless?’

‘But everyone in here is quite used to seeing us,’ I replied, ‘and I should think some of them would actually be more surprised if we went out of our way to make ourselves neat and pretty. Anyway,’ I went on, turning to the others who were present, ‘how on earth can a fine place like this have a gate that carriages can’t pass through? I intend to poke some fun at the Senior Steward about it when he comes in.’

No sooner had I spoken than Narimasa indeed arrived. ‘Please pass these to Her Majesty,’ he said, handing her inkstone and some other objects through to me.

‘Well, what a shocking man you are!’ I said to him. ‘Why should you go and make such a narrow gate for your house?’

He laughed and replied, ‘I make my gate to fit my station in life.’

‘But think of that man who once made his gate especially grand and tall,’ 1 I said.

‘Good heavens, how astonishing!’ he exclaimed. ‘You must be referring to Yu Dingguo. If I weren’t a seasoned scholar myself, I would have no hope of understanding this reference. But I happen to have spent some time straying upon these paths, so this much at least I can manage to follow.’

‘As to “paths”, that path of yours isn’t up to much, either,’ I replied. ‘They laid down straw matting for us, but we kept tumbling into the holes underneath, and it all caused quite a fuss.’

‘It must have been due to the recent rain,’ he said quickly, and added, ‘Well well, you’ll come back at me with something else if I’m not careful. I’ll take my leave’, and off he went.

‘What was that about?’ Her Majesty inquired. ‘Narimasa seemed quite terrified of you.’

‘Oh it was nothing, I was only talking about the fact that the carriages couldn’t get in,’ I replied vaguely, and returned to my room.

I was sharing a room with some younger gentlewomen, and as we were all quite tired we went straight off to sleep without a moment’s thought. We were in the eastern wing, and there was no lock on the sliding panel at the northern end of our west aisle apartments, but we’d failed to look into the matter. Being the master of the house, Narimasa was well aware of the way things were set up, and he opened the door. ‘May I come in? May I come in?’ he repeated over and over, in an oddly husky and penetrating voice. I woke and looked in that direction. The light of the tall lamp was clearly visible behind the standing curtain. He had opened the sliding panel about six inches. How marvellous! I was further fascinated when it dawned on me that this man, who would normally never so
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‘He had opened the sliding panel about six inches’

much as dream of this sort of lascivious behaviour, was suddenly so recklessly giving way to impulse out of excitement at Her Majesty’s presence in his house.

I nudged awake the lady next to me. ‘Look over there,’ I said. ‘Someone unusual has apparently turned up.’

She raised her head to look, and burst out laughing.

‘Who is it?’ I called. ‘You’re making yourself quite conspicuous!’

‘No no, don’t misunderstand, I’m here in my capacity as master of the house,’ came his voice. ‘I have something to discuss with you.’

‘It was the gate I was talking about,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t asking you to make the door any wider!’

‘Yes precisely, that’s what I’m here to discuss,’ said he. ‘May I come in? Please might I come in?’

‘How disgusting, of course you can’t!’ called my companion with a laugh.

‘Oh, there’s a young lady in there!’ he exclaimed, whereupon he closed the sliding panel and retreated. After he’d gone we fell about laughing. If he was going to open the door in the first place, he should have come right on in! Who’s going to say ‘I don’t see why not’ when a man asks if he may enter? It was wonderfully funny.

The next morning, I went to Her Majesty and told her the story. ‘I’ve never heard of him doing such a thing,’ she said with a laugh. ‘He must have been attracted by that conversation last night. Poor fellow, I imagine you made him feel a complete fool.’

Then there was the occasion when Her Majesty was giving instructions for the making of formal wear for the little page girls who attended on the young princess. ‘What colour should their “akomé gowns” 2 be?’ inquired Narimasa, and naturally we all laughed at him yet again.

Then talk turned to the subject of the princess’s meals. ‘I imagine the usual style of serving would not look very good,’ he said. ‘It would be best to serve it on a leetle  3 serving tray and a leetle standing tray.’

‘Yes,’ said I. ‘That would make it all the more suitable for the girls in those “akomeé gowns” to serve to her, wouldn’t it!’

‘Now now,’ Her Majesty reprimanded me, ‘you shouldn’t go making fun of him like everyone else does. The poor man is thoroughly in earnest.’ I was most touched.

On another occasion, when I was quite preoccupied with other matters, a servant came with the message that the Senior Steward ‘had something urgent to impart’.

‘I wonder what he’ll say this time,’ Her Majesty delighted me by remarking, ‘to get himself laughed at yet again. Go and hear what he has to tell you,’ she continued, so I left what I was doing and went.

‘I told the Counsellor 4 about that conversation we had the other night on the matter of the gate,’ said Narimasa. ‘My brother was most intrigued, and told me he would like to choose an appropriate moment to talk with you at leisure and hear what you had to say.’ And that was all. I was on tenterhooks at the thought that he might bring up the events of the other night, but he only said, ‘I shall come along to your room presently for a quiet talk’, and left.

I went back and reported to Her Majesty. ‘So what was it about?’ she inquired. When I told the story, one of the gentlewomen said with a laugh, ‘That’s no reason to send word specially and call you out like that. He could have waited till you were in one of the outer rooms 5 or in your own quarters.’

I was most impressed when Her Majesty remarked, ‘I imagine he thought you would be as pleased as he was, that someone he puts such store by should praise you.’

[6] The Emperor’s cat had received the fifth rank, and was given the appropriate title-name ‘Myōbu’. It was a charming creature, and the Emperor was quite devoted to it.

One day its carer, Muma no Myōbu, 1 found it lying basking on the veranda. ‘How vulgar!’ she scolded. ‘Back you come inside.’ But the cat continued to lie there asleep in the sun, so she decided to give it a fright. ‘Okinamaro!’ she cried to the dog. ‘Here, boy! Come and get Myōbu!’ The foolish dog couldn’t believe its ears, and came rushing over, whereupon the terrified cat fled inside through the blind.

The Emperor was at that time in the Breakfast Room, and he witnessed this event with astonishment. He tucked the cat into the bosom of his robe, and summoned his men. When the Chamberlains Tadataka and Narinaka appeared, the Emperor ordered them, ‘Give Okinamaro a thorough beating and banish him to Dog Island! 2 Be quick about it!’

Everyone gathered and a noisy hunt ensued. The Emperor went on to chastise Muma no Myōbu, declaring that he would replace her as Myōbu’s carer as she was completely untrustworthy, and thenceforth she no longer appeared in his presence. Meanwhile, they rounded up the dog, and had the guards drive it out.

We all pitied the poor thing. ‘Oh dear,’ we said, ‘and to think how he used to swagger about the place as if he owned it.’

‘Remember how on the third of the third month the Secretary Controller decked him out with a garland of willow and a peach-flower comb, and tied a branch of cherry blossom on his back? Who’d have guessed then that he’d meet with such a fate?’

‘And the way he always attended Her Majesty at meal times. How we’ll miss him!’

Then around noon three or four days later, we heard a dog howling dreadfully. What dog could be howling on and on like this? we wondered, and as we listened dogs gathered from everywhere to see what was afoot. One of the cleaning women came running in. ‘Oh, it’s dreadful! Two of the Chamberlains are beating the dog! It’s bound to die! His Majesty banished it, but apparently it came back, so they’re teaching it a lesson.’

Alas, poor creature! It was Okinamaro. ‘It’s Tadataka and Sanefusa doing it,’ someone said.

We sent someone to stop them, but at that point the dog finally ceased its howling. ‘It’s dead,’ came the report, ‘so they’ve thrown it outside the guardhouse.’

That evening as we were sorrowing over poor Okinamaro, up staggered a miserable trembling creature, terribly swollen and looking quite wretched. Can it be Okinamaro? we wondered. What other dog could be wandering around at this hour in such a state?

We called his name, but he didn’t respond. ‘It’s him,’ some of us declared, while others maintained that it wasn’t, till Her Majesty said, ‘Send for Ukon. She would recognize him.’ We duly did so, and when she came Her Majesty showed her the dog and asked if it was indeed Okinamaro.

‘There’s certainly a likeness,’ replied Ukon, ‘but this dog looks simply revolting. And you only have to say his name and Okinamaro bounds happily up, but this dog doesn’t respond at all. It must be a different dog. And they did say they’d killed him and thrown out the corpse, didn’t they? How could he have survived after two men had beaten him like that?’ This moved Her Majesty to fresh sorrow.

It grew dark. We gave the dog some food, but it didn’t eat it, so we decided that it was indeed a different dog and left it at that.

The next morning, Her Majesty had performed her ablutions and had her hair combed, and I was holding the mirror for her to check that all was in order when I spied the dog, still there, crouching at the foot of a pillar. Seeing it I said aloud to myself, ‘Oh poor Okinamaro, what a terrible beating he got yesterday! It’s so sad to think he must be dead. I wonder what he’ll be reborn as next time. How dreadful he must have felt!’

At this the dog began to tremble, and tears simply poured from its eyes. How extraordinary! I realized it was indeed Okinamaro! It was pitiful to recall how he’d avoided revealing himself the night before, but at the same time the whole thing struck me as quite marvellous. I set down the mirror and said, ‘So you’re Okinamaro, are you?’ and he threw himself on the ground, whimpering and weeping.

Her Majesty laughed with relief, and sent for Ukon and told her the story. There was a great deal of laughter over it all, and the Emperor heard and came in to see what was happening. He laughed too, and observed, ‘Isn’t it odd to think a dog would have such fine feelings.’ His gentlewomen also heard of it and gathered round, and this time when we called the dog he got up and came.

‘His poor face is all swollen!’ I cried. ‘I do wish I could do something for it.’

‘Now you’re wearing your heart on your sleeve,’ everyone teased me.

Tadataka heard from the Table Room, and sent saying, ‘Is it really him? I must come and have a look.’

‘Oh dear no, how awful!’ I declared. ‘Tell him it’s not Okinamaro at all!’

‘He’s bound to be found out sooner or later,’ came Tadataka’s reply. ‘You can’t go on hiding him forever.’

Well, in due course Okinamaro was pardoned, and everything returned to normal. Now has there ever been such a delightful and moving moment as when Okinamaro began to tremble and weep at those pitying words of mine? Humans may cry when someone speaks to them sympathetically – but a dog?

[7] The first day of the year and the third day of the third month should have glorious weather.

The fifth day of the fifth month is best when the weather is overcast all day.

The seventh day of the seventh month should also be cloudy, but the evening sky should be clear, with a brilliant moon and the stars clear and bright.

It’s charming when a light rain begins to fall around daybreak on the ninth day of the ninth month, and there should be plenty of dew on the chrysanthemums, so that the cotton wadding that covers them is thoroughly wet, and it brings out the flowers’ scent that imbues it. The rain ceases in the early morning, but it should remain overcast, and continue to threaten rain at any moment.

[8]* The Offering of Official Thanks after new ranks are conferred is wonderfully entertaining. There they stand, facing the Emperor, with the long trains of their court robes trailing out behind them. Then they perform their thanks and dance, with marvellous flair and vigour.

[9]* The eastern side of the Temporary Palace is referred to as ‘the northern guardhouse’. There was a towering pear tree there, and we all used to wonder how tall it might be.

On one occasion, Acting Captain Narinobu remarked jokingly, ‘Wouldn’t it be fun to cut it down and present the entire thing to that giant Bishop Jōchōto use as a branch fan.’ 1

The Bishop was later promoted to Head Abbot at Yamashina Temple, 2 and on the day of the Offering of Official Thanks, the
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High clogs

Acting Captain was with the Palace Guards at the head of the procession. Bishop Jōchōwas wearing very high clogs for the occasion, and looked quite monstrously tall. After he’d gone, I said to the Acting Captain, ‘Why didn’t you get him to carry that branch fan of yours for the occasion?’

‘You certainly have a long memory, don’t you?’ he responded with a laugh.

Whoever said, ‘A long robe is short on Bishop Jōchō and a short robe is long on Sukuse no Kimi’ put it beautifully.

[10]* Mountains – Ogura Mountain. Mount Kase. Mount Mikasa. Mount Konokure. Mount Iritachi. Mount Wasurezu. Sue no Matsu Mountain. Mount Katasari – I wonder how it stands aside? 1 Mount Itsuhata. Mount Kaeru. Mount Nochise. Asakura Mountain – I like the line ‘now looks askance at me’. 2 Mount Ōhire is special too. It must be because it reminds me of the dancers at the Kamo and Yahata Provisional Festivals. 3

Mount Miwa has great appeal. So do Tamuke Mountain, Mount Machikane, Tamasaka Mountain and Mount Miminashi.

[11] Markets – Tatsu Market in Nara. Sato Market. Tsuba Market in Kashihara – it gives me a special feeling to think that the reason all the pilgrims to Hase Temple stop over here, among all the markets in the region, must be that it has some particular connection to the bodhisattva Kannon. Then there are Ofusa Market, Shikama Market and Asuka Market.

[12] Peaks – Yuzuruha Peak, Amida Peak and Iyataka Peak.

[13] Plains – Mika Plain, Ashita Plain and Sono Plain.

[14] River pools – Kashiko Pool. I wonder what hidden depths someone saw in its heart, to give it such a name. 1 And Nairiso Pool – who told whom not to enter, 2 I wonder? Green Pool is interesting too. You could use it to make the Chamberlain’s special green clothes. There is also Kakure Pool and Ina Pool.

[15] Bodies of water – Lake Biwa is special. Also Yosa Bay and Kawafuchi Bay.

[16] Imperial tombs – Ugurusu Tomb, Kashiwagi Tomb, Ame Tomb.

[17] Ferry crossings – Shikasuga Crossing, Korizuma Crossing, Mizuhashi Crossing.

[18]* Large buildings – Tamatsukuri.

[19] Residences – The Konoe Gate. Nijō and Ichijō are also very fine. Mikai. The Somedono Palace. Segai. The Sugahara Mansion. Renzei-in, Kan-in and Suzaku-in. The Ono Palace. Kōbai. Agata Well. Take Sanjō. Kohachijō. Koichijō.

[20]* The sliding panels that close off the north-east corner of the Seiryōden, at the northern end of the aisle, are painted with scenes of rough seas, and terrifying creatures with long arms and legs. 1 We have a fine time complaining about how we hate coming face to face with them whenever we open the door from the Empress’s room.

On this particular day, a large green porcelain vase had been placed at the foot of the nearby veranda railing, with a mass of absolutely gorgeous branches of flowering cherry, five feet long or more, arranged in it with the flowers spilling out over the railing. His Excellency Korechika, the Grand Counsellor, arrived around noon. He was wearing a rather soft and supple cloak in the cherry-blossom combination, over deep violet gathered trousers of heavy brocade and white under-robes, and he had arranged the sleeves of his wonderfully glowing deep scarlet-purple damask cloak for display. The Emperor was present, so His Excellency placed himself on the narrow veranda outside the door to converse.

Inside the blinds, we gentlewomen sat with our cherry-blossom combination Chinese jackets worn draped loosely back from the shoulders. Our robes were a fine blend of wisteria and kerria-yellow and other seasonal combinations, the sleeves all spilling out on display below the blinds that hung from the little half-panel shutters.
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Cbinese jacket, worn over robes

Suddenly, from the direction of the Imperial Day Chamber came the loud pounding of the attendants’ feet as they arrived to deliver His Majesty’s meal. The sound of the cry ‘Make way!’ reverberating through the scene of this gloriously serene spring day was utterly delightful. Then the Chamberlain arrived to report that he had delivered the last tray and the meal was in place, and His Majesty departed by the central door.

Korechika saw His Majesty on his way along the corridor, then returned to seat himself by the vase of blossoms once more. Her Majesty now moved aside her standing curtain and came out to the edge of the threshold near him to talk, and all those present were simply overcome with the sheer splendour of the scene. At this point Korechika languidly intoned the lines from the old poem:

‘The months and years may pass,

but let this remain unchanging

as Mount Mimuro…’ 2

– and most enchanting it was, for seeing her splendour we did indeed long for Her Majesty to continue just like this for a thousand years.

No sooner had those in charge of serving the Emperor’s meal called the men to remove the trays than His Majesty returned.

Her Majesty now turned to me and asked me to grind some ink, but I was so agog at the scene before me that I could barely manage to keep the inkstick steady in its holder. Then Her Majesty proceeded to fold a piece of white paper, and said to us, ‘Now I want each of you to write here the first ancient poem that springs to mind.’

I turned for help to the Grand Counsellor, who was sitting just outside. ‘What on earth can I write?’ I begged him, but he only pushed the paper back to me, saying, ‘Quick, write something down yourself for Her Majesty. It’s not a man’s place to give advice here.’

Her Majesty provided us with the inkstone. ‘Come on, come on,’ she scolded, ‘don’t waste time racking your brains. Just quickly jot down any ancient poem that comes to you on the spur of the moment. Even something hackneyed will do.’ I’ve no idea why we should have felt so daunted by the task, but we all found ourselves blushing deeply, and our minds went quite blank. Despite their protestations, some of the senior gentlewomen managed to produce two or three poems on spring themes such as blossoms and so forth, and then my turn came. I wrote down the poem:

With the passing years

My years grow old upon me

yet when I see

this lovely flower of spring

I forget age and time. 3

but I changed ‘flower of spring’ to ‘your face, my lady’.

Her Majesty ran her eye over the poems, remarking, ‘I just wanted to discover what was in your hearts.’

‘In the time of Retired Emperor Enyū,’ 4 she went on, ‘His Majesty ordered the senior courtiers each to write a poem in a bound notebook, but it proved fearfully difficult, and some of them begged to be excused from the task. The Emperor reassured them that it didn’t matter whether their calligraphy was skilful or otherwise, nor whether the poem was appropriate to the occasion, and finally after a great deal of trouble they all managed to produce something. Our present Regent, 5 who was Captain Third Rank at the time, wrote the following poem:

“As the tide that swells

in Izumo’s Always Bay

so always and always

oh how my heart swells and fills

deep with love to think of you.” 6

but he changed the last line to read “deep with trust in you, my lord”, and His Majesty was full of praise for him.’

When I heard this, I felt a sudden sweat break out all over me. I do think, though, that that poem of mine isn’t the sort of thing a young person could have come up with. 7 Even people who can usually turn out a fine poem found themselves for some reason at a loss that day, and several made mistakes in their writing.

There was also the occasion when Her Majesty placed a bound book of Kokinshū poems in front of her, and proceeded to read out the opening lines of various poems and ask us to complete them. Why on earth did we keep stumbling over the answers, even for poems we’d engraved on our memories day in and day out? Saishō only managed about ten. Others could produce only five or six, and really, you’d think they could simply have admitted that they couldn’t recall them. But no, they kept agonizing over the task. ‘But we can’t be so rude as to refuse point-blank to answer,’ they wailed, ‘when Her Majesty has been so good as to put the question to us’, which I found rather amusing.

Her Majesty then read out the complete poem for each of those that nobody had been able to answer, marking them with a bookmark, and everyone groaned, ‘Oh of course I knew that one! Why am I being so stupid today?’ Some of us had copied out the Kokinshū many times, and should really have known it all by heart.

‘As I’m sure you are all aware,’ Her Majesty began, ‘the lady known as the Senyōden Consort, 8 High Consort in the reign of Emperor Murakami, was the daughter of the Minister of the Left, of the Smaller Palace of the First Ward. When she was still a girl, her father gave her the following advice: “First, you must study calligraphy. Next, you must determine to outshine everyone in your skill on the seven-stringed kin. And you must also make it your study to commit to memory all the poems in the twenty volumes of the Kokinshū.”

‘Now the Emperor had learned of this, so one day, when he was kept from his usual duties by an abstinence, he took a copy of the Kokinshū to the High Consort’s quarters, and set up a standing curtain between them. She found this unusual behaviour rather odd, and when he opened a book and began asking her to recite the poem that so-and-so had written on such-and-such a date and occasion, she was intrigued to realize what he was up to – though on the other hand, she would also have been dreadfully nervous that there might be some which she would forget or misquote. He called in two or three of his gentlewomen who were well-versed in poetry, and had them extract the answers from her, and keep count of her mistakes with go counters. It must have been a wonderful scene to witness. I do envy them all, even the people who were merely serving on this occasion.

‘Well, he pressed her to go on answering, and she went through them making not a single mistake, though she cleverly gave just enough of each poem to show she knew it, and didn’t try to complete them. His Majesty decided he would call a halt just as soon as she made a mistake, and as she went on and on he even began to get rather irritated, but they reached the tenth volume and still she hadn’t made a single slip. “This has been quite futile,” he finally declared, and he put a marker in the book and retired to another room to sleep. All very wonderful it was.

‘When he awoke many hours later, he decided that it would never do to leave the matter hanging, and moreover it had better be done that day, since she might refresh her memory with another copy of the work if he left it till tomorrow. So he produced the remaining ten volumes, had the lamps lit and proceeded to work his way through the rest of the poems until long into the night. But she never made a single mistake.

‘Meanwhile, word was sent to her father that the Emperor had returned to her quarters and that the test was continuing. The Minister flew into a panic with worry that she might fail the test; he ordered numerous sutras to be said for her, 9 while he placed himself facing the direction of the palace and spent the entire night in heartfelt prayer. Altogether a fascinating and moving story,’ Her Majesty remarked in conclusion.

His Majesty too heard the tale with admiration. ‘I wouldn’t be able to manage more than three or four volumes myself,’ he remarked.

‘In the old days, even the most inconsequential people were impressive. You don’t hear such stories these days, do you,’ everyone agreed, and all the Empress’s gentlewomen, and those who served the Emperor and were permitted to visit the Empress’s quarters, gathered round and began talking. It was indeed a scene to fill the heart with ease and delight.

[21] Women without prospect, who lead dull earnest lives and rejoice in their petty little pseudo-pleasures, I find quite depressing and despicable. People of any standing ought to give their daughters a taste of society. They should show them the world and let them become familiar with its ways, by serving as attendants at the palace or other such positions.

I can’t bear men who consider women who serve at court to be frivolous and unseemly. Though mind you, one can see why they would. From His Majesty the Emperor, whose name can barely be spoken for reverence, to the court nobles and senior courtiers, not to mention people of the fourth and fifth rank of course, there would be very few men who don’t catch sight of us at some point. And have you ever heard tell of a lady who served at court shyly hiding herself from her own servants or others who came from her house, let alone palace maids, latrine cleaners, and general dolts and nobodies? A gentleman wouldn’t come across as many people as we gentlewomen do – though probably they do while they’re at court, it’s true.

I can see why a lady who has served at court could be considered less than suitably refined when she’s later installed as someone’s wife and is treated with due respect. But surely there’s considerable honour in being called Chief Gentlewoman, and sometimes going to the palace and taking part in festival processions.

And she’s in a still finer position once she’s left court service and settled down at home. If her husband is a Provincial Governor and the family is chosen to provide one of the Gosechi dancers, she won’t make a fool of herself with the kind of stupid, boorish questions that country people ask. Now that really is refinement, surely.

[22] Dispiriting things – A dog howling in the middle of the day. The sight in spring of a trap for catching winter fish. Robes in the plum-pink combination, when it’s now the third or fourth month. An ox keeper whose ox has died. A birthing hut where the baby has died. A square brazier or a hearth with no fire lit in it. A scholar whose wife has a string of daughters. 1

A household that doesn’t treat you hospitably, though you’re there because of a directional taboo – this is particularly dispiriting if it happens to be at one of the season changes.

A letter from the provinces that arrives without any accompanying gift. You might say the same for a letter sent from inside the capital, but this would contain plenty of things you wanted to hear about and interesting news, which makes it a very fine thing to receive in fact.

You’ve taken special care to send off a beautiful, carefully written letter, and you’re eagerly awaiting the reply – time passes, it seems awfully long in coming, and then finally your own elegantly folded or knotted letter is brought back, now horribly soiled and crumpled and with no sign remaining of the brush stroke that sealed it. ‘There was no one in’, you’re told, or ‘They couldn’t accept it on account of an abstinence.’ This is dreadfully dispiriting.

A carriage is sent off to fetch someone you’re sure is going to come. You wait, and finally there’s the sound of the carriage returning. ‘It must be her,’ you think, and everyone in the house goes out to see – but the driver is already dragging the carriage back into its shed. He drops the shafts with a noisy clatter. ‘What happened?’ you ask. ‘She’s going somewhere else today, so she won’t be coming,’ he replies offhandedly, then he hauls out the harness and off he goes.

It’s also very dispiriting when a man stops coming to visit his wife at her home. It’s a great shame if he’s gone off with a lady of good family who serves at court, and the wife sits moping at home, feeling ashamed and humiliated.

A little child’s nurse has gone out, promising that she won’t be long. You do your best to keep the child entertained and comforted, but when you send word saying ‘please hurry’, back comes a message to the effect that she won’t be able to return this evening. This is not just dispiriting, it’s downright hateful.

It’s even more dispiriting for a man when a woman fails to visit him. 2 And when the night has grown late at his house and suddenly he hears a subdued knock at the gate, and with beating heart he sends to find out who it is, only to have the servant return and announce the name of some other, boring person, well the word ‘dispiriting’ doesn’t begin to cover it.

An exorcist priest comes to quell a spirit that has possessed a member of the household. With a confident air he hands the medium the rosary and the other paraphernalia to induce possession, and sets about his incantations in a high, strained, cicada-like chant. But there’s no sign of the spirit shifting, and the medium fails to be possessed by the Guardian Deity. 3 Everyone who’s gathered to pray, men and women both, begins to find this rather odd. The exorcist chants on until the change of watch two hours later, when he finally stops, exhausted. ‘Get up,’ he says to the medium as he retrieves the rosary. ‘The spirit just won’t budge’, and running his hand back from his forehead over his bald head he declares, ‘Oh dear, the exorcism was quite futile.’ Whereupon he lets out a yawn, leans back against some nearby object and falls asleep. It’s truly awful for him when someone not especially important comes over to him, though he’s feeling dreadfully sleepy, and prods him awake and forces him into a conversation.

Then there’s the house of a man who has failed to receive a post in the recent Appointments List. Word had it that he was certain to get one this year, and all his former retainers, who have scattered far and wide or are now living off in the country side somewhere, have gathered at his house in anticipation. His courtyard is crammed with the coming and going of their carriages and the tangle of their shafts; if he sets off on an excursion they all jostle to accompany him; and they eat, drink and clamour their way through the days as they wait 4 – but as the last day dawns, there’s still no knock at the gate. ‘How odd,’ they think, and as they sit straining to catch the sound, they hear the cries of the outriders as the court nobles emerge from the palace at the close of the Appointments ceremonies. The underlings who have spent a chilly night shivering outside the palace waiting to hear the news come trudging back dejectedly, and no one can even bring himself to ask them what happened. When some outsider inquires, ‘What appointment did your master receive?’ they always reply evasively, ‘Oh, he’s the former Governor of So-and-so.’

All those who really rely on him feel quite devastated. As morning comes, a few among the people who’ve been packed in together waiting begin to creep stealthily away. Those who’ve been many years in his service, however, can’t bring themselves to leave his side so lightly. It’s terribly touching to see them weaving solemnly about as they pace the room, hopefully counting on their fingers the Provincial Governorships due to come to the end of their term the following year.

There are also those times when you send someone a poem you’re rather pleased with, and fail to receive one in reply. Of course there’s no more to be done about it if it’s to a man you care for. 5 Even so, you do lose respect for someone who doesn’t produce any response to your tasteful seasonal references. It also dampens the spirit when you’re leading a heady life in the swim of things and you receive some boring little old-fashioned poem that reeks of the longueurs of the writer, whose time hangs heavy on her hands.

You have a particularly fine fan intended for some ceremonial event, and you hand this precious thing to a person who you trust will treat it well, but when the day arrives it comes back to you with something quite unforeseen painted on it. 6

A messenger delivers a congratulatory birth gift or a farewell present, and isn’t given any gift in repayment. Messengers should always be given something, such as decorative herbal balls or New Year hare-mallets, even if they’re only delivering some object of no permanent use. If he receives something when he’s not expecting to, he will feel thoroughly pleased that he made the delivery. However, it’s particularly dispiriting when he’s come feeling sure he’ll receive something for this errand, and his excited hopes are dashed.

A house where four or five years have passed since they brought in a husband but there’s still been no joyous birth celebration is most depressing.

A couple has already produced numerous children, all now adult, and indeed of an age at which there could even be grandchildren crawling about, yet the two parents are indulging in a ‘daytime nap’. 7 It’s dispiriting for the children who witness this, with nowhere to turn while their parents are off behind closed doors.

The purificatory hot bath that you have to get up to take on New Year’s Eve is not merely dispiriting, it’s downright irritating.

Rain all day on New Year’s Eve. Perhaps this is what’s meant by the expression ‘a single day of purificatory abstinence’. 8

[23] Occasions that induce half-heartedness – The religious services on days of Buddhist fasting. Preparations for something still far in the future. Long periods of seclusion at a temple.

[24] Things people despise – A crumbling earth wall. 1 People who have a reputation for being exceptionally good-natured.

[25] Infuriating things – A guest who arrives when you have something urgent to do, and stays talking for ages. If it’s someone you don’t have much respect for, you can simply send them away and tell them to come back later, but if it’s a person with whom you feel you must stand on ceremony, it’s an infuriating situation.

A hair has got on to your inkstone and you find yourself grinding it in with the inkstick. Also, the grating sound when a bit of stone gets ground in with the ink.

Someone suddenly falls ill, and an exorcist is sent for. They don’t find him in the usual place, and a tedious amount of time is spent waiting while they go around in search of him. Finally they manage to locate him, and with great relief you set him to performing the exorcism rites – however, the recent exertions of exorcising some other possessing spirit seem to have worn him out, for no sooner does he sit down and start in on the chanting than his voice grows drowsy. This is utterly infuriating.

A very ordinary person, who beams inanely as she prattles on and on.

People who sit warming themselves at a brazier, stretching their hands out over it and endlessly turning them this way and that. Now have you ever come across a young person acting in this unattractive fashion? But it seems that as they get older, people will even start propping their feet up to warm them on the edge of the brazier, and rubbing them together as they talk. When they come to visit, such people will first fan the area where they intend to sit, to sweep away any dust; then when they do settle down they can’t sit still but keep shifting about on their haunches; and they also tuck their hunting costume in under their knees. 1 You might think that such men are all unspeakably lowly types, but I’ve even heard of people of considerable status who do such things – men such as the Commissioner of Ceremonial, for instance.

It’s also quite disgusting to witness men getting noisy and boisterous in their cups, groping round inside their mouth with a finger or wiping their whiskers if they have them, and forcing the saké cup on others. ‘Go on, have another!’ they’ll cry, and they wriggle and squirm and wag their heads, and pull down the corners of their mouths in a grimace, and generally perform just like a child singing ‘Going to See the Governor’. 2 I’ve seen even truly great men behave in this way, and I must say I find it most offputting.

I also really hate the way some people go about envying others, bemoaning their own lot in life, demanding to be let in on every trivial little thing, being venomous about someone who won’t tell them what they want to know, and passing on their own dramatized version of some snippet of rumour they’ve heard, while making out that they knew it all along.
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Reed blinds

A baby who cries when you’re trying to hear something. A flock of crows clamouring raucously, all flying around chaotically with noisily flapping wings. A dog that discovers a clandestine lover as he comes creeping in, and barks.

A man you’ve had to conceal in some unsatisfactory hiding place, who then begins to snore. Or, a man comes on a secret visit wearing a particularly tall lacquered cap, and of course as he scuttles in hastily he manages to knock it against something with a loud bump. I also hate it when a rough reed blind catches on the head as someone passes underneath, and makes that scratchy noise. And if someone lowers the weighted bottom of one of the fine reed blinds 3 too roughly, you can clearly hear the knock as it falls – if you raise it carefully as you go through, it won’t make a sound. It’s also ridiculous the way people will push open a wooden sliding door so roughly. Surely it wouldn’t make that clatter if they’d lift it a little as they push. Sliding panel doors will also make a distinct rattling noise if you open them clumsily.

You’ve just settled sleepily into bed when a mosquito announces itself with that thin little wail, and starts flying round your face. It’s horrible how you can feel the soft wind of its tiny wings.

People who go about in a carriage with squeaky wheels are very irritating. It makes you wonder irately if they’re deaf. And if you find yourself riding in one you’ve borrowed from someone, you even begin to loathe its owner.

Someone who butts in when you’re talking and smugly provides the ending herself. Indeed anyone who butts in, be they child or adult, is most infuriating.

It’s also very annoying when you’ve made a fuss over some children who have come on a passing visit, and gone out of your way to give them things they’ll like, and now they’ve come to expect this treatment and start constantly turning up and running around knocking things over.

I hate it when, either at home or at the palace, someone comes calling whom you’d rather not see and you pretend to be asleep, but then a well-meaning member of the household comes along and shakes you awake with a look of disapproval at how you’ve dozed off.

Some newcomer steps in and starts interfering and lecturing the old hands as if she knows it all. This is quite infuriating.

A man you’re in a relationship with speaks admiringly of some woman who was once his lover. This rankles even if the affair is now safely in the past, and you can imagine how much more enraging it would be if she were actually a current lover of his. Still, there are also some situations in which it doesn’t really bother you.

A person who says something auspicious if they sneeze. 4 In general, anyone other than the master of a household who sneezes loudly is irritating.

Fleas are also infuriating things. They dance about under your clothes so vigorously that you almost expect them to raise your skirts with their leaping.

A chorus of dogs howling on and on is quite hair-raisingly horrible.

And I hate people who don’t close a door that they’ve opened to go in or out.

[26]* Things that make your heart beat fast – A sparrow with nestlings. Going past a place where tiny children are playing. Lighting some fine incense and then lying down alone to sleep. Looking into a Chinese mirror that’s a little clouded. A fine gentleman pulls up in his carriage and sends in some request.

To wash your hair, apply your makeup and put on clothes that are well-scented with incense. Even if you’re somewhere where no one special will see you, you still feel a heady sense of pleasure inside.

On a night when you’re waiting for someone to come, there’s a sudden gust of rain and something rattles in the wind, making your heart suddenly beat faster.

[27] Things that make you feel nostalgic – A dried sprig of aoi. Things children use in doll play. Coming across a torn scrap of lavender-or grape-coloured fabric crumpled between the pages of a bound book. On a rainy day when time hangs heavy, searching out an old letter that touched you deeply at the time you received it. Last year’s summer fan.

[28] Things that make you feel cheerful – A well-executed picture done in the female style, 1 with lots of beautifully written accompanying text around it.

An ox carriage crammed with ladies on their way back from some viewing expedition, 2 sleeves tumbling out in profusion, with a great crowd of carriage boys running with it, skilfully guiding the ox as the carriage hurtles along.

Something written in very delicate strokes with just the tip of an almost impossibly thick brush, on a lovely, clean white sheet of Michinoku paper. Beautiful glossed silk threads tied together in a bundle. A game of dice-matching 3 in which there are lots of matches. A particularly eloquent Yin-Yang master whom you’ve called in goes down to the dry river-bed and proceeds to rid you of a curse. 4 Water drunk when you’ve woken in the night.

It’s wonderfully cheering and satisfying if a guest, a person you’re not particularly intimate with, comes visiting when you’re feeling bored – someone in the know about things, well aware of both the public and private sides of life, who sits there chatting and recounting stories of various strange and interesting and unpleasant things that have been happening, but without going on annoyingly.

You go to a shrine or a Buddhist temple to ask for some prayer of yours 5 to be read at the altar, and the shrine priest or temple monk recites it beautifully clearly and fluently, far better than you were expecting.

[29]* A palm-leaf carriage should move at a sedate pace. It looks bad if it’s hurrying. A basketwork carriage, on the other hand, should move at a smart pace. It’s fun when people catch a glimpse of it as it flashes past their gateway, and as they see the outrunners hurry by in its wake they are left wondering who it might have been. It’s most unimpressive to see one dawdling along taking its time.
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Palm-leaf carriage

[30]* A priest who gives a sermon should be handsome. After all, you’re most aware of the profundity of his teaching if you’re gazing at his face as he speaks. If your eyes drift elsewhere you tend to forget what you’ve just heard, so an unattractive face has the effect of making you feel quite sinful. But I’ll write no further on this subject. I may have written glibly enough about sinful matters of this sort in my younger days, but at my age the idea of sin has become quite frightening.

I must say, however, from my own sinful point of view, it seems quite uncalled-for to go around as some do, vaunting their religious piety and rushing to be the first to be seated wherever a sermon is being preached.

An ex-Chamberlain 1 never used to take up the vanguard of imperial processions, and once he retired from the post you’d no longer see him about the palace. These days things are apparently different. The so-called ‘Chamberlain fifth-ranker’ is actually kept in reasonably busy service, but privately he must nevertheless miss the prestige of his former post and feel at a loss how to fill his days, so once he tries going to these places and hears a few sermons he’ll no doubt develop a taste for it and start to go along on a regular basis.

You’ll find him turning up there with his summer under-robe prominently displayed beneath his cloak even in baking summer weather, and the hems of his pale lavender or blue-grey gathered trousers loose and trodden. He has an abstinence tag attached to his lacquered cap, and he no doubt intends to draw attention to the fact that although it’s an abstinence day and he shouldn’t leave the house, this doesn’t apply to him since his outing is of a pious nature. He chats with the officiating priest, even goes so far as to help oversee the positioning of the ladies’ carriages, and is generally completely at home in the situation. When some old crony of his whom he hasn’t seen recently turns up, he’s consumed with curiosity. Over he goes, and they settle down together and proceed to talk and nod and launch into interesting stories, spreading out their fans and putting them to their mouths when they laugh, groping at their ornately decorated rosaries and fiddling with them as they talk, craning to look here and there, praising and criticizing the carriages, discussing how other priests did things this way or that in other Lotus Discourses and sutra dedication services they’ve been to, and so on and so forth – and not listening to a word of the actual sermon they’re attending. Indeed they would have heard it all so often before that they’d gain nothing from it anyway.

And then there’s another type. The preacher has already seated himself when after a while up rolls a carriage, accompanied by only a couple of outriders. It draws to a halt, and the passengers step out – three or four slender young men, dressed perhaps in hunting costume or in cloaks more delicately gauzy than a cicada’s wing, gathered trousers and gossamer silk shifts, and accompanied by a similar number of attendants. Those already seated move themselves along a little to make way for them when they enter. They seat themselves by a pillar near the preacher’s dais and set about softly rubbing their rosaries as they listen to the sermon, and the preacher, who no doubt feels rather honoured to have them there, throws himself with fresh vigour into the task of putting his message across. The young men, however, far from casting themselves extravagantly to the floor as they listen, instead decide to leave after a decent amount of time has passed, and as they go they throw glances in the direction of the women’s carriages and comment to each other, and you’d love to know what it was they were saying. It’s funny how you find yourself watching them as they depart, interestedly identifying the ones you know, and speculating on the identity of those you don’t.

Some people really take things to extremes, though. If someone mentions having been to a Lotus Discourse or other such event, another will say, ‘And was so and so there?’ and the reply is always, ‘Of course. How could he not be?’ Mind you, I’m not saying one should never show up at these places. After all, even women of low standing will apparently listen to sermons with great concentration. Actually, when I first started attending sermons, I never saw women going about here and there on foot to them. Occasionally you would find women in travelling attire, elegantly made up, but they were out as part of another excursion to some temple or shrine. You didn’t often hear of women attending sermons and the like in this costume, though. If the ladies who went to sermons in those days had lived long enough to see the way things are today, I can just imagine how they would have criticized and condemned.

[31] While I was visiting Bodai Temple to hear the Salvation Lotus Discourses, 1 I received a message saying, ‘Hurry back. I’m feeling very bored and lonely.’ I replied by writing on the back of a lotus leaf:

You long for my return,

but I long only to be drenched

with Lotus dews of Truth –

how should I leave this and go back

to that unhappy other world? 2

Indeed the sermons were so deeply moving that I felt an urge to stay on at the temple forever, forgetting, like Sōchū 3 in the old story, the impatience of those waiting at home.

[32]* The place known as Koshirakawa is the home of the Koichijō Commander, 1 and I remember an occasion when the court nobles held a set of Salvation Lotus Discourses here under his auspices. Everyone treated it as a very special event, and we were warned that late carriages wouldn’t be able to find room to stand, so we rose like the dew at daybreak. The place was indeed crammed. The carriages were drawn right up on top of each other as close as possible, shafts overlapping, and the sermon would probably have been somewhat audible at least for the first three rows. 2 It was towards the middle of the sixth month, and the heat was unbelievable. The only way to induce any sense of delicious coolness was to rest your eyes on the lotuses in the pond.

Apart from the Ministers of the Left and Right, all the court nobles were present. The younger ones were dressed in lavender gathered trousers and cloaks, with light-blue summer under-robes visible beneath, while those a little older created a wonderfully cool impression in blue-grey gathered trousers and white skirted trousers. Consultant Sukemasa 3 and the others were all looking very youthful, and the whole scene was utterly awe-inspiring and delightful. The blinds around the aisle room had been raised right up, and the court nobles were seated just beyond in a long row above the threshold, facing inward. Next in line 4 behind them were the senior courtiers and younger court nobles, in marvellous ceremonial hunting costumes and cloaks. Many of them were wandering about rather than simply remaining seated, which was great fun to observe. Second of the Watch Sanekata and Adviser Chōmei, 5 being members of the household, were coming and going about the place rather more freely. Those who were still very young also looked quite enchanting.

When the sun had risen a little higher, Captain Third Rank Michitaka (as our Regent then was) walked in, dressed in a Chinese-style cloak of lavender silk gauze, with lavender brocade gathered trousers over deep maroon under-trousers, and a shift of brilliant stiff white silk beneath the cloak. Now you’d imagine that in the midst of that assembly of light, cool clothing these clothes would produce a sense of stifling heat, but in fact he looked absolutely splendid. The ribs of people’s fans were variously lacquered or of magnolia wood, but the fans themselves were all of red paper, so the combined effect of them was precisely like a field of blooming pinks.

Before the priest had mounted the sermon dais, meal-stands were brought in, and everyone seemed to be served a meal of some kind, though we couldn’t make out what. Counsellor Yoshichika 6 was looking even finer than usual, in fact simply marvellous. There he was, in the midst of these gorgeous colours, such dazzling sheens of summer under-robes that there was no choosing among them for beauty, and he was simplicity itself in his single cloak. He kept looking across towards the ladies’ carriages, and sending messages over to them. No one who saw him could have failed to find him delightful.

He watched as one of the carriages that arrived late was drawn in near the pond for lack of room, and then he turned to Sanekata and asked him to call someone who could reliably carry a message. Sanekata chose someone and led him over to Yoshichika, who conferred with those around him about what message to send; I didn’t hear the words they finally decided on, however.

Yoshichika watched with a smile as the messenger approached the carriage with ostentatious solemnity. From what I could make out, he went to the rear and delivered his message, and he then stood waiting quite a while to receive her reply.

‘She’ll be composing a poem I should think,’ Yoshichika said with a smile, and he turned teasingly to Sanekata and went on, ‘you must prepare an answering one for her.’ Everyone, including the older men and the court nobles, sat looking in the direction of the carriage, eagerly waiting to hear her reply. It was really very funny the way even the bystanders all had their eyes fixed on it.

Finally, the messenger began to walk back towards the expectant audience, having apparently been given her message, but at this point the lady suddenly thrust her fan out through the carriage blind and waved him back to her again. Judging from the gesture, you could only conclude that she’d realized she’d made some mistake in the poem’s wording, but I must say I couldn’t help thinking that if it had taken all this time for the poem to emerge in the first place, there should be no reason to be changing it now.

Everyone watched his approach in high anticipation. ‘Well, what did she say? What did she say?’ people cried. But they had to wait to hear her response while the messenger first presented himself to Yoshichika, since it was he who had employed him on the errand, and there proceeded to relay his message in a most pompous and painstaking manner.

‘Oh hurry up and say it!’ Michitaka broke in impatiently. ‘You’ll ruin the reply if you recite it with such a ridiculous amount of poetic feeling’, and I heard the man say, ‘I wouldn’t be ruining it more than it ruins itself.’

The Fujiwara Grand Counsellor 7 was craning in their direction, particularly eager to hear what it was. I think he asked what she’d said, and Michitaka replied, ‘Well, our “straight tree” seems to have got rather bent.’ 8 The Grand Counsellor burst out laughing, setting off a ripple of laughter throughout the gathering as well, which would certainly have carried to the lady’s carriage.

‘What did the poem originally say before she called you back?’ inquired Yoshichika. ‘Can this really be the improved version?’

‘I stood there waiting so long that I decided she wasn’t going to reply, but then as I was setting off to return she called me back,’ the messenger replied.

‘Whose carriage is it, does anyone know?’ Yoshichika asked curiously, and he was just deciding to try sending a poem this time to see what would happen, when the preacher ascended the dais. With that, everyone fell silent and turned their attention to him, and while no one was looking, the lady’s carriage quietly slipped away.

As I recall, the inner blinds of the carriage looked brand new, and the lady’s sleeves revealed scarlet unlined gowns, and a figured lavender Chinese jacket worn over an outer gown of maroon silk gauze, while from the back of the carriage hung her expansively displayed indigo-print train. Who can she have been? But good heavens, I do feel that her reply was perfectly fine in fact, much better than some half-baked response.

Seihan, who delivered the morning discourse, was an absolutely glowing presence on the dais, quite wonderful to witness. What with the enervating heat, and the fact that there was work I’d left half done and had to complete that day, I’d decided to stay only a little while to listen and then go home – but when it came to the point, there were such overlapping waves of carriage shafts piled one upon the other that there was no way of extricating myself. Then I decided I must somehow get out as soon as the morning discourse was over, and when I passed on this message to the carriages behind they promptly pulled out to make way for me, presumably delighted at the prospect of thereby getting a bit closer to the dais themselves. Seeing me causing this commotion, many of the men, including some elderly court nobles, sniggered quite loudly in derision, and when I turned a deaf ear and didn’t deign to respond but simply squeezed my way out, Counsellor Yoshichika gave a laugh and remarked, ‘Well, well, “they do well to depart”’, which was wonderfully clever. But I didn’t pay this any heed either and merely continued to make my way out, quite flustered with the heat, simply responding with a parting shot that said, ‘Surely you too can be counted among that five thousand.’ 9

There was one carriage that was present from the beginning of the Discourses to the end of the last day. No one ever saw anyone approach it; it just sat there, astonishingly still, for all the world as if it were some carriage in a picture. Yoshichika declared that the lady must be marvellously pious and refined, and wondered what manner of person she was and how he could manage to meet her, but when the Fujiwara Grand Counsellor heard this he said, ‘What’s so marvellous about her? She strikes me as quite creepy and ghastly’, which was very funny.

How sad it was when Counsellor Yoshichika suddenly took the tonsure towards the end of that month. It is the way of the world that the flowering blossoms should fall and scatter, but Yoshichika passed from his brief glory even before ‘the dew fell on him’. 10

[33]* In the seventh month, when the heat is dreadful, everything in the building is kept open all through the night, and it’s delightful to wake on moonlit nights and lie there looking out. Dark nights too are delightful, and as for the sight of the moon at dawn, words cannot describe the loveliness.

Picture her lying there, on a fresh new mat 1 placed near the outer edge of the gleaming wooden aisle-room floor, the low standing curtain pushed to the back of the room in a quite unseemly way. 2 It should normally be placed at the outer edge, but perhaps she’s concerned about being seen from within.

Her lover must have already left. She is lying asleep, a robe drawn up over her head 3 – it is pale greyish-violet with deep violet inner lining, the outer surface a little faded, or perhaps it is a stiffish robe of rich gleaming damask. Beneath this, she is wearing a clove-tan or yellow gossamer-silk shift, and the long strings of her unlined scarlet skirted trousers trailing undone from below the hem of her clothing tell us that she must have fallen asleep with trousers still untied after her lover departed. The soft luxury of hair that lies piled in waves beside her speaks of its wonderful length.

Nearby is a gentleman, 4 dressed in lavender gathered trousers, a hunting costume of almost invisibly pale clove-tan, and a white gosssamer-silk shift, glossy from what could be a crimson summer under-robe glowing through from beneath. He has slipped back his mist-drenched cloak from his shoulders, and his lacquered cap is pulled awkwardly down over sidelocks that are somewhat bushy and tangled from the night’s escapade, lending him a negligent air. He is on his way home, his mind distracted as he goes with thoughts of the next-morning letter he will send before the dew is gone from the morning glory, 5 and wistfully he hums ‘the ferns in the flax field’ 6 – but as he is passing he has noticed the woman’s open lattice shutter and paused to lift a corner of the blind and peep in, intrigued to think of the man who must have recently left her side, surely the night’s dew so moving for him too. He stands there at the edge, gazing, and at the head of her pillow he spies a magnolia-wood summer fan, papered in violet, lying open, and glimpses too beside the standing screen a scattering of thinly folded Michinoku paper, perhaps of a subtly glowing azure or crimson.

Sensing his presence, she looks out from beneath her cloak, and sees him sitting there smiling, propped against the threshold. He is not someone she need be particularly ashamed to be seen by, but neither does she feel inclined to be overly familiar with him, and she is vexed that he’s seen her like this.

‘Someone special must be behind this sleeping late,’ he says, and he insinuates himself halfway in through the blind; to which she responds, ‘I’m merely sleeping off my irritation at one who leaves before the dew is gone.’

Well, there’s no need to write the amusing details of all they say, but still, the picture of these two exchanging their idle banter is surely not without its charm. He stretches out his fan to draw hers towards him from where it lies above her pillow, leaning forward as he does so, but her heart lurches at the thought that he might be about to overstep the bounds and come too close, and she huddles away from him. He picks up the fan and inspects it, flirtatiously exclaiming how stand-offish she is being, and he goes on chiding and teasing her in this vein as the sky grows lighter, the first sounds of people’s voices reach them, and at last the sun is on the very verge of rising.

When the dawn mists begin to part, he finally grows concerned at the lateness of that next-morning letter he’d been in such a hurry to compose. Meanwhile, the man who had earlier left her side has already written and sent his letter, attaching it to a branch of bush clover, 7 and the messenger is hovering nearby, unable to deliver it. The paper is heavily perfumed with incense, a delightful scent. This has all become very awkward, and the gentleman finally departs, no doubt entertained to find himself wondering if another man has similarly been visiting the woman whose bed he earlier left himself.

[34] Flowering trees – The best among blossoms is the red plum, whether light or dark in colour. As for the cherry, the blossoms should be on slender branches, the petals large and the leaves deeply coloured.

Wisteria blossoms are particularly impressive when they hang long and graceful, with richly coloured flowers.

Around the time of the new moon at the end of the fourth month or early in the fifth, the sight of the orange tree’s very white blossoms set amongst the deep green of the leaves, seen in early morning rain, is extraordinarily moving. With its brilliant glowing fruit, like balls of gold nestled among the flowers, it’s quite as impressive as a flowering cherry drenched with the dews of dawn. You need only recall its close association with the hototogisu  1 and there is really no need to sing its praises further.

The blossoms of the pear tree are generally considered to be horrid things, and they aren’t brought into people’s proximity, nor even used in some passing way such as attached to letters. The pear is used as a comparison when referring to the sight of an unattractive face, and truly the whole appearance, including the colour of the leaves, lacks beauty and appeal – yet the pear blossom is held in the highest esteem in China, and appears in Chinese poetry, so there must be something to it after all. And indeed, if you take a careful and sympathetic look at it, you may notice that just at the tips of the petals there is the barest hint of a rather lovely lustre. Yes, when you recall that the weeping face of the beauty Yang Guifei, when she met the Emperor’s messenger, is compared in the poem to the pear, 2 where it says she is like ‘a spray of pear blossom, swathed in the spring rain’, you realize that this is after all a rather special flower; in fact it’s really quite marvellous and incomparable.

The flowers of the paulownia, being purple, 3 are particularly delightful. The great size of its leaves is most unpleasant – but after all, this tree shouldn’t be spoken of in the same breath as other trees, for it has quite a different air about it by virtue of being the only tree in which that fabulous bird of Chinese fame chooses to perch. 4 And how could it be spoken of in common terms, since its wood is made into stringed instruments and gives forth all those wonderful sounds? It’s an absolutely marvellous tree, in fact.

The melia is an ugly tree, but its flowers are lovely. They have an unusual, sere sort of blossom, and I do like the way they’re always in bloom for the fifth day of the fifth month. 5

[35]* Ponds – Katsumata Pond. Iware Pond.

Nieno Pond – it was marvellous to see seemingly endless flocks of water birds rising noisily from this pond, when we passed it on our pilgrimage to Hase.

Waterless Pond – this is a strange one. When I asked someone why it was given such an odd name, they said it was because all the water dries up in years when unusually heavy rains can be expected in the fifth month, while it fills with water in spring when the year promises to be very dry. I wanted to point out that the name is all very well when you consider how it dries up, but surely it also fills with water at other times, so it seems a very one-sided name to give it.

Sarusawa Pond is a very special place, because the Emperor paid it a formal visit when he heard how one of the Palace Maidens had drowned herself there. 1 Thinking of Hitomaro’s marvellous words ‘her hair tangled as in sleep’, there is really nothing I can add.

One also wonders what was in the mind of the person who gave the place called ‘Divine Presence Pond’ that name.

Then there’s God Pond. And in the case of Sayama Pond, one naturally thinks of the interesting association of the water plant known as burr reed, because of the poem. 2

There’s also Koinuma Pond. And Hara Pond is interesting because of the song about it which goes ‘Oh do not cut the jewelled weeds’. 3

[36] Seasonal palace festivals – Of the five seasonal palace festivals, none is better than the fifth month’s. I love the way the scents of sweet flag and wormwood blend on this day, and another striking thing about the day is the way everywhere, from the ‘nine-fold palace’ to the houses of unmentionably common folk, people compete to spread their roof thick with all the sweet flag and wormwood they can lay hands on. After all, when has this ever been known to happen in any other festival?

The sky is generally heavy with cloud. The Bureau of Clothing sends across to the Empress’s palace the little decorative herbal balls that are hung for this festival, with a colourful array of braided threads dangling from them, and we put them up on the pillars to the left and right of Her Majesty’s curtained dais in the Inner Chamber. We tie them up in place of the chrysanthemums that have been hanging there, wrapped in plain gossamer-silk cloth, ever since the Chrysanthemum Festival in the ninth month, which we now throw away. I wonder if in fact the herbal balls in turn shouldn’t stay up till the next Chrysanthemum Festival, but in reality the coloured threads all get pulled off before long and used for tying things.

Her Majesty is served special festival food, and the younger girls put sweet-flag herbal balls at their waists, and special sweet-flag abstinence charms in their hair, and tie delightful little sprigs of seasonal plants on to long sweet-flag stems with dappled cord and attach them to their Chinese jackets or over-robes. Of course I can’t claim there’s anything rare and special about all this, still it’s most delightful. After all, the cherry blossom blooms every year, but does anyone find it the less lovely for that?

It’s also rather fun to watch how all the little lower-class girls who play outside do their best to deck themselves out as smartly as they can, and go about constantly looking at their own clothes and comparing them with others’, absolutely bursting with pride in their sweet-flag decorations, till one of the guards’ children comes along and playfully tugs them off, and they dissolve in tears. And then there’s the delightful custom of finely wrapping a spray of purple melia flowers around purple paper, or a sweet-flag leaf around leaf-green paper, or in the case of white paper a white sweet-flag root. And the sight of a lovely long sweet-flag root enclosed with a letter gives a wonderfully elegant feel. It’s also quite charming to see women huddled intimately together sharing the letters they’ve just received, as they discuss how to respond. Those who are involved in exchanges with a young lady or with someone in high places write particularly careful and elegant letters on this day. Indeed the whole day, down to the way the hototogisu gives its signature cry as it flies past in the gathering twilight, is utterly wonderful.

[37]* Trees that have no flowers – The maple, the Judas tree, the white pine.

The Chinese hawthorn seems a rather unrefined tree, but it startles with its richly-coloured red leaves showing so unseasonably in the midst of the astonishing green, at a time when all the flowering trees have shed their blossom and everything is a uniform spring green.

Nothing need be said on the subject of the spindle tree.

It’s not really worth including here, but the clinging vine is a quite pitiable plant. The sakaki is very lovely in the shrine dances of the Provisional Festivals. 1 Many are the trees in this world, but this one is very special for having been born to be offered to the gods.

Even in large stands of camphor trees, no other tree is mixed with them. It’s quite creepy to imagine how all that thick dark growth must feel, but when you think of the way its ‘thousand branches’ are used in poetry to refer to the thousand tangled feelings of a lover’s heart, it’s rather fascinating, and you wonder who first counted the branches to come up with that expression.

The cypress doesn’t grow near human habitation, but the song’s words ‘this palace with its many roofbeams’ make it rather interesting. It’s also touching to recall how it supposedly imitates the sound of the rain in the fifth month. 2 The maple has a pretty way of sending out little fresh leaves with reddened tips, all spreading in the same direction, and its frail flowers that look like dried insects are also sweet.

You neither see nor hear of the asuwa cypress hereabouts, but the branches of it apparently brought back by people who have been on the Mitake pilgrimage look terribly coarse, and you wouldn’t want to touch them. Still, I do wonder why someone gave it such a foolish promise of a name. 3 It makes me dearly wish to know who this person was trying to convince.

The privet is not a tree that should be considered alongside others, but its tiny delicate leaves are nice.

The melia. The mountain orange. The mountain pear.

The chinquipin is interesting because it’s the only one of all the evergreens that is spoken of in poetry as never changing its leaves.

The white oak is the least familiar of all the trees that grow deep in the mountains. It only comes to people’s attention when the formal cloaks of the second and third ranks are being dyed, and even then it’s only the leaves that are considered, so it can’t be treated in any way as an interesting or wonderful tree, but it’s deeply moving to be reminded of Hitomaro’s poem – about how this tree becomes difficult to distinguish in the heaped snow that falls ‘nowhere and everywhere’, and the god Susanoo’s sojourn in the land of Izumo. 4

Whether it be plants, trees, birds or insects, I can never be insensible to anything that on some occasion or other I have heard about and remembered because it moved or fascinated me.

The leaves of the yuzuriha are glossy and hang in dense clusters, and it has very showy red stems, which make it rather vulgar but interesting. It’s quite invisible for most of the year, but it’s moving to consider how on the last day of the year it comes into its own, if it’s true that its leaves are used for holding the food of the dead. On the other hand, it’s apparently also used in serving the ‘tooth-hardening’ food of New Year, which prolongs life. And then there’s the poem from who knows how long ago, ‘when autumn reddens the yuzuriha’, 5 which gives such a feeling of security.

The oak is a wonderful tree, and it’s awe-inspiring to know that there’s a god in it who protects its leaves. I find it fascinating that the various officers of the Gate Watch are given its name. 6

It’s nothing to look at, but the hemp-palm has a Chinese feel that makes it look out of place in the gardens of common people.

[38] Birds – Although it comes from another land, the parrot is a very touching bird. It apparently mimics things people say. Then there’s the hototogisu, the water-rail, the snipe, the oystercatcher, the siskin and the flycatcher.

The mountain dove is a very pure-hearted and touching bird– they say it can be comforted by showing it a mirror when it’s longing for its mate. It’s heart-breaking to imagine how they feel when they sleep separated for the night by a ravine.

The crane is a most ostentatious-looking bird, but there’s a magnificence in the way its cry reaches the very heavens. 1

The red-headed sparrow, the male grosbeak and the wren.

The heron looks quite horrible. The look in its eye is unpleasant, and indeed there’s absolutely nothing lovable about it, but on the other hand it’s charming to recall how they vie with each other ‘and will not sleep alone’. 2

Among the water birds, the mandarin duck is very touching in the way, for instance, the pair will change places on cold nights to brush the frost from each other’s wings. 3 The plover too is a very interesting bird.

The uguisu is made out to be a wonderful bird in Chinese poetry, and both its voice and its appearance are really so enchanting that it’s very unseemly of it not to sing inside the grounds of our ‘nine-fold palace’. 4 People did tell me this was so but I couldn’t believe it, yet during my ten years in the palace I did indeed never once hear it. This despite the fact that the palace is near bamboo groves and there are red plums, which would make it a fine place for an uguisu to come and go. Yet if you go out, you’ll hear one singing fit to burst in a nondescript plum tree in some lowly garden. It doesn’t sing at night, so it’s obviously rather a sleepyhead, but there’s no correcting this fault now, I’m afraid. In summer and right through to the end of autumn it maunders on and on in a wavery old voice, 5 and lower sorts of people change its name to ‘flycatcher’, which I find quite unfortunate and ludicrous. Though mind you, I probably wouldn’t feel so outraged if it was some everyday bird like the sparrow. No doubt I feel this way because the uguisu is so well-loved for the fact that it sings in spring – after all, it appears in Japanese and Chinese poetry with the charming association of ‘the changing of the year’. How delightful it would be if it only sang in spring. Yet surely, in the world of humans, no one goes out of their way to run down a person who hasn’t really made it in the world, or whose reputation is already on the wane. And no one would pause to savour the sight or the sound of some boring bird such as a kite or a crow. So really, it’s precisely because the uguisu is supposed to be such a marvellous bird that one’s perversely more aware of its failings.

You’ve gone to watch the Return of the High Priestess after the Kamo Festival, 6 and when you draw up your carriage by Urin’in or Chisokuin Temples, you hear a hototogisu singing with all the irrepressible feeling of this special occasion – then lo and behold, from deep in the high trees an uguisu joins in, in beautifully skilful imitation. It’s marvellous to hear them chorusing away together.

No words can suffice to express all the delights of the hototogisu. But though it will draw attention to itself by singing very self-importantly, it then has an annoying way of lurking deep among the leaves of a deutzia or orange tree and making itself virtually invisible.

You wake during the brief nights of the rainy season and lie there waiting, determined to be the first to hear the bird – then suddenly your heart is utterly transported with delight, as that dear, exquisite voice comes ringing through the darkness.

Everything that cries in the night is wonderful. With the exception, of course, of babies.

[39] Refined and elegant things – A girl’s over-robe of white on white over pale violet-grey. The eggs of the spot-billed duck. Shaved ice with a sweet syrup, served in a shiny new metal bowl. A crystal rosary. Wisteria flowers. Snow on plum blossoms. An adorable little child eating strawberries.

[40] Insects – The bell cricket. The cicada. Butterflies. Crickets. Grasshoppers. Water-weed shrimps. Mayflies. Fireflies.

The bagworm is a very touching creature. It’s a demon’s child, and the mother fears it must have the same terrible nature as its parent, so she dresses it in ragged clothes and tells it to wait until she returns for it when the autumn wind blows. The poor little thing doesn’t realize that its mother has deserted it, and when it hears the autumn winds begin in the eighth month, it sets up a pitiable little tremulous cry for her. 1

The snap-beetle is also touching. Though it’s a mere insect, it has apparently dedicated itself to the Buddhist Way, for it continually touches its forehead to the ground in prayer as it walks along. It’s fascinating the way you find it wandering about in astonishingly dark places, making that clicking sound.

Nothing is more unlovely than a fly, and it properly belongs in the list of infuriating things. Flies aren’t big enough to make them worth bothering to hate, but just the way they settle all over everything in autumn, and their damp little feet when they land on your face… And I hate the way the word is used in people’s names. 2

Summer insects 3 are quite enchanting things. I love the way they’ll fly round above a book when you’ve drawn the lamp up close to look at some tale. Ants are rather horrible, but they’re wonderfully light creatures, and it’s intriguing to see one running about over the surface of the water.

[41]* In the seventh month when the wind blows hard and the rain is beating down, and your fan lies forgotten because of the sudden coolness in the air, it’s delightful to take a midday nap snuggled up under a lightly padded kimono that gives off a faint whiff of perspiration.

[42]* Unsuitable things – Snow falling on the houses of the common people. Moonlight shining into such houses is also a great shame. So is meeting with a plain roofless ox cart on a moonlit night, or seeing a cart of this sort being drawn by an auburn-coloured ox. 1

An ageing woman who is pregnant. It’s disgusting when she has a young husband, and even worse when she’s in a temper over his going off to another woman.

An old man who’s nodding off, or a heavily bearded old fellow popping nuts into his mouth. A toothless crone screwing up her face as she eats sour plums.

A commoner wearing crimson skirted trousers. 2 These days you seem to see them wherever you look.

The sight of the Deputy of the Gate Watch on night patrol. It’s also unpleasant to see him dressed in informal hunting costume. That official red cloak that so frightens people is a fearsomely pretentious thing. He’s roundly despised, too, if anyone catches sight of him loitering near the ladies’ quarters. ‘There could be someone suspicious in here,’ he blusters, as he steps inside and settles down. And the way he’ll sling his skirted trousers over the room’s incense-perfumed standing curtain is simply beyond belief. 3

It looks terrible when a handsome nobleman is a Board of Censors Officer. It was most unfortunate, for example, when Captain Yorisada 4 held the position.

[43] A lot of us are gathered in the Long Room, 1 indulging in some rather rowdy chatter, when a fine-looking young fellow or a servant lad to the Palace Guard Captains comes by, carrying a handsome bundle or sack of clothes, with perhaps a trouser cord peeping out, or bow and arrow and lance for some ceremony. ‘Who is it for?’ we ask, and the nice ones will pause and sit briefly and announce the name before they go on their way, but I do hate it when someone puts on a snooty or embarrassed air and replies gruffly, ‘I’ve no idea’, or simply goes off without a word.

[44]* No menial position could be finer than that of the palace groundswomen. Of all the various types of maids, they are the most enviable – indeed I’d love to try giving girls of good birth a turn at the position. They’re particularly impressive, of course, if they’re young and pretty and take care to dress well, but those a little older, who know the ropes and go about their business in a straightforward manner, also look perfect in the role. Wouldn’t it be fun to have a sweet-faced one of one’s own, and send her out dressed up in finery appropriate to the various occasions, with the latest in formal trains and Chinese jackets.

[45] Among the serving men’s positions, the gentleman’s escort guard is the finest. Even a thoroughly grand and distinguished-looking nobleman is nothing without his escort guard in tow. The post of Controller is generally considered a wonderful thing, but their formal train-robe is short and they have no escort guard, which greatly undermines the impressive effect.

[46]* Secretary Controller Yukinari was standing by the lattice fence in front of the west side of the Office of the Empress’s Household, engaged in long conversation with one of the ladies within, so to tease him I butted in and demanded to know who was out there.

‘It’s only me, the Controller,’ said he.

‘And what might you be talking about in this intimate fashion?’ I said. ‘If the Major Controller happens along, she’ll turn her attentions to him, you know.’

He had a good laugh at that. ‘Now who’s been telling you such things?’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, I was just begging her to do no such thing.’

Yukinari doesn’t put on airs or go out of his way to impress, so people take him simply at face value, but I know the deeper side of him. I’ve remarked to Her Majesty that he’s somebody out of the ordinary, and she too is aware of this. He often quotes that old Chinese saying 1 to me: ‘a woman will make her face up for the sake of one who loves her, while a man will die for the sake of one who understands him’, which shows how well he knows me too.

He and I speak of each other as ‘inseparable as the willow of Tōtōmi’. 2 Because he’s plain-spoken, and doesn’t mince his words in criticizing things, the younger ladies are very nasty about him. ‘He’s so horribly difficult to get on with,’ they say. ‘He doesn’t sing songs or take pleasure in things the way other people do. He’s such a bore!’

And indeed, Yukinari doesn’t flirt with the ladies. ‘Even if her eyes slope up and her eyebrows grow up her forehead and her nose spreads sideways, if she has a pretty mouth, and is nice and rounded under the chin and around the neck, and doesn’t have a bad voice, I could love her. Though mind you, I do find a really horrible face depressing,’ he says – so all the ladies with pointy chins or who are generally unlovely have turned against him quite ridiculously, and even speak ill of him to Her Majesty.

I was the first person he employed to take messages to Her Majesty, and whenever he wants to communicate with her he calls on me even now. If I’m in my room he will summon me, or come and see me, and if I’m back in my own home he’ll send a letter, or even come himself.

‘If you’re returning to the palace late,’ he says, ‘just send a message relaying what I have to say.’

‘You could have someone else at the palace pass it on,’ I say to him, but he won’t hear of it.

‘They say that “in all you do it is wise to use what is to hand, and not revert to habit”,’ I jokingly admonish him.

He just replies, ‘It’s the way I am.’ Then he adds, “‘The human heart can undergo no change.”’

‘Well, if that’s the case,’ say I wonderingly, ‘what can it mean when they say “one should never hesitate to correct an error”?’ 3

He laughs heartily at this, and says, ‘You know, people have been talking about how well we get on. Why be shy, when we can talk as familiarly as this together? Come on, do show me your face.’ 4

‘But I’m terribly ugly,’ I say, ‘and you did say you couldn’t love a really horrible face, so I can’t possibly show it to you.’

‘Yes, I see your point,’ he says solemnly. ‘Well, if that’s the case, please don’t show me.’

And indeed from then on, whenever he could naturally have caught a glimpse of me he would shield his face. So he really meant it, I thought, he wasn’t putting it on!

Towards the end of the third month, it had become so warm that the thick winter cloaks were getting uncomfortable to wear, so men had taken to wearing only the formal cloak, 5 and some had pared down their formal wear to the minimal night-service wear. It was around this time that Shikibu and I happened to be sleeping in the little aisle near the Empress’s chamber, when towards sunrise the inner door was slid open and out came Their Majesties together. We had no time to get up before they appeared, and scrambled to our knees in disarray, which amused them greatly. We managed to fling over us an odd combination of Chinese jacket over long girl’s over-robe. They came across to the jumbled pile of nightclothes where we huddled, and peeped out to watch the comings and goings of the guardhouse outside. The senior courtiers were completely unaware of their presence, and a few came quite close and spoke to us.

‘Don’t give our presence away,’ His Majesty whispered with a smile.

Finally they departed. ‘Come along the two of you,’ they said, but we declined, declaring that we must first make up our faces.

After they’d left, Shikibu and I were sitting discussing the splendid visit, when I caught a glimpse of a dark shape beside the southern door, in the gap where the edge of the blind was caught over the standing curtain’s rail. I concluded it must be Noritaka, 6 and didn’t bother to look further but simply went on chatting about this and that. Then a beaming face appeared around the curtain. Still I assumed it was Noritaka, but when I looked at last I saw that the face belonged to a different man. I burst into startled laughter, and he quickly drew the curtain over to hide his face, at which point I realized it was actually Secretary Controller Yukinari – the very man who’d been going out of his way not to see me all this time! I was most chagrined. Shikibu had been facing me with her back to him, so it was only my face he’d seen.

He then emerged from behind the curtain, announcing smugly, ‘Now I’ve gazed to my heart’s content.’

‘I didn’t take any notice because I thought you were Noritaka,’ I said. ‘Why have you been staring like this, when you said you wouldn’t look at me?’

‘They say it’s rare to catch sight of a woman’s face after sleep,’ he replied, ‘so I decided to peek into a lady’s chamber, and then I came along here on the off chance that I’d manage

[image: Image]

Standing curtains

to see you too. You didn’t realize I’d been here since Their Majesties were in the room, did you?’ And with that he lifted the blind and, well, it would seem that in he came…

[47] Horses – In horses, very black ones with just a little white somewhere are special. Also those with chestnut markings, speckled greys, strawberry roans with very white manes and tails – the expression ‘wand paper-white’ 1 is indeed an appropriate one here.

Black horses with four white feet are also charming.

[48] Oxen – An ox should have a tiny splash of white on its forehead, and the underbelly, legs and tail should all be white.

[49] Cats – Cats should be completely black except for the belly, which should be very white.

[50] Carriage runners  1 and escort guards should be trim, slightly on the thin side. This is how serving men in general ought to be, especially when they’re young. Very fat ones look as though they’re half-asleep on their feet.

[51] Page boys – To be properly impressive and delightful, a page boy should be small, and have very neat hair, with a slight glint to it, and a crisp hairline. He should have a pretty voice, and speak decorously and politely.

[52] Ox handlers  1 – An ox handler should be big and well-built and clever-looking, with rather wild hair and a red face.

[53]* The nightly roll call of the senior courtiers is a very fine thing. I’m also intrigued by the fact that when the Chamberlain who gives the roll call is in attendance upon His Majesty, he calls the senior courtiers to him and performs it there rather than at the Privy Chamber, as is the normal custom. We ladies place ourselves at the eastern edge of Her Majesty’s quarters and strain our ears to listen for the hammering footsteps of the men as they come tumbling out, and a lady will feel that familiar, sudden clutch of the heart as she hears the name of someone particularly dear to her. But imagine what thoughts go through her head when it’s the name of a man who no longer bothers even to let her know he exists. It’s fun the way we all discuss the men’s voices, and pass judgement on how attractive or otherwise each one sounds.

When the senior courtiers’ call is finished, the guards twang their bows and emerge with a great clattering of shoes to gather in the palace garden for their roll call. The Chamberlain stamps loudly on the wooden floor, then seats himself in what is called the ‘raised-heels position’ in the north-east corner by the railing, facing the Emperor with his back to the guards, and proceeds to cry ‘Is so-and-so present?’ It’s wonderfully entertaining. Then they respond in their various voices, some strong and loud, others small. If a certain number aren’t present, it’s the rule not to perform a roll call. This is announced to the Emperor, and the custom is that the Chamberlain must inquire the reason, and when he’s heard their explanation he then departs. But some of the nobles once pointed out to Masahiro 1 that he’d omitted to do this, and as a result he completely lost his temper and gave everyone a great tongue lashing, so that even the guards ended up laughing at him.

Masahiro once left his shoes on the ledge where the Emperor’s food is placed. 2 There was a terrible fuss when they were found, and he innocently joined in the general excitement. The serving women and the others all went around exclaiming, ‘Whose shoes can they possibly be?’ Then Masahiro suddenly realized they were his, and caused a hilarious uproar by impulsively declaring, ‘Good gracious, I do believe the filthy things are mine!’

[54] It’s disgusting when a well-bred young man casually calls out the name of some low-ranking woman he’s visiting, in a way that reveals his intimacy with her. It’s much more impressive if he pretends not to have it quite right, even though in fact he knows her name perfectly well. If he’s visiting the apartments of women in palace service, he should really enlist a groundsman to call her – though of course this is not a good idea at night – and if it’s some other place then he should employ one of his retainers. After all, everyone will recognize him if it’s his own voice.

However, there can be no objection if it’s someone inconsequential, or a young girl. 1

[55] Young people and babies should be plump. Provincial Governors and suchlike people who have some authority should also be on the portly side.

[56] Little children waving quaint toy bows or sticks about in play are wonderfully cute. It makes me want to stop the carriage and scoop them up and gaze my fill. And what a delightful whiff of incense from their clothes 1 lingers in the air as the carriage goes on its way again.

[57]* The central gate of a grand house lies open, and a new palm-leaf carriage, all fresh and shiny, with lovely, glowing maroon-coloured inner blinds, is parked there resting on its shafts, creating a wonderful picture. The effect is beautifully enhanced by the sight of fifth-and sixth-ranking men milling about, the ends of their train-robes tucked up into their belts, some carrying their fans resting lightly on their fresh white batons, and escort guards, formally attired and equipped with ceremonial quivers, coming and going in the throng. It’s also charming to see a pretty young serving girl emerge from the house and inquire whether Lord So-and-so’s men are present.

[58] Waterfalls – Otonashi Falls. Furu Falls. It’s moving to recall that the Cloistered Emperor once paid a visit there. 1

Nachi Falls. I gather these are in Kumano. 2 I find the thought of them very moving.

Todoroki Falls. They must indeed thunder 3 quite fearfully.

[59] Rivers – Asuka River. It’s moving to wonder how its deeps and shallows can shift as the poem says. 1

ōi River, Otonashi River, Nanase River. Mimito River – I enjoy wondering just what sound its quick ear caught. 2

Tamahoshi River, Hosotani River.

Itsunuki River and Sawada River are reminiscent of old saibara songs.

Natori River – I’d like to know just what sort of ‘name’ it had. 3

Yoshino River. The Plain of Amano River – I love that poem of Narihira’s where he ‘begs shelter from the Heavenly Weaving Maid’. 4

[60] I do wish men, when they’re taking their leave from a lady at dawn, wouldn’t insist on adjusting their clothes to a nicety, or fussily tying their lacquered cap securely into place. After all, who would laugh at a man or criticize him if they happened to catch sight of him on his way home from an assignation in fearful disarray, with his cloak or hunting costume all awry?

One does want a lover’s dawn departure to be tasteful. There he lies, reluctant to move, so that she has to press him to rise. ‘Come on, it’s past dawn,’ she urges. ‘How shocking you are!’ and his sighs reassure her that he really hasn’t yet had his fill of
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‘he draws her out to the double doors’

love, and is sunk in gloom at the thought that he must leave. He sits up, but rather than proceeding to put on his gathered trousers he instead snuggles up to her and whispers a few more words from the night’s intimacies; then there’s a bit more vague activity, and somehow in the process his belt turns out to have been tied. Now he raises the lattice shutter and draws her out with him to the double doors, where he finally slips away, leaving her with assurances that he’ll spend the day longing for their next meeting. She sits there watching as his figure disappears, filled with delightful memories.

Then there’s the man who suddenly remembers he has someone else to call on, leaps up briskly and starts flapping about getting himself ready to depart. There’s a rustle and a swish as he fastens the waist-strings of his trousers, then he rolls up the sleeves of his cloak or hunting costume and thrusts his arms in, tugs the belt good and tight, and next there’s the sound of him kneeling down and settling his lacquered cap on his head, with a sharp tug to the strings to tighten the knot firmly. He’s left his fan and wad of folded paper by the pillow overnight, and naturally the paper’s all got scattered so now he must conduct a search for it – but the darkness prevents him from seeing, so there he is, noisily patting around here and there on the floor, muttering ‘Where is it? Where’s it got to?’ till at last he finds it all. Now he flips open the fan and flaps it boisterously, tucks the paper into the bosom of his clothes, and with a brief ‘Well, I’ll be off then’, out he goes.

[61] Bridges – Asamutsu Bridge. Nagara Bridge. Amahiko Bridge. Hamana Bridge. Hitotsu Bridge. Utatane Bridge. The Ship Bridge of Sano. Horie Bridge. Kasasagi Bridge. Yamasuge Bridge. The Floating Bridge of Otsu. The One-Plank Bridge – the idea of it makes the heart shrink, but I like hearing its name.

[62]* Villages – Ōsaka. Nagame. Izame. Hitozuma. Tanome. Yūhi. Tsumatori – it’s fun to wonder whether he’s had his wife stolen or he’s stolen someone else’s. 1 Fushimi. Asagao.

[63]* Plants – Sweet flag. Water oat. The aoi is delightful. It’s wonderful that it’s been used as a sacred hair decoration since the age of the gods, and the appearance of the plant itself is charming too.

The water plantain has an interesting name. 1 I imagine a stuck-up person with her nose in the air.

The water burr and the beach radish. Moss. Herbs that sprout between drifts of snow. The rock ivy. The wood sorrel is lovely because of the woven-cloth patterns that are based on it.

Rootless plants – they are indeed precarious things, when you think how they grow right on the edges of cliffs. The itsumade creeper is also a precarious and touching thing, for it grows in places even more likely to crumble than a cliff edge. 2 It’s disheartening to think that it probably wouldn’t grow on a solid plastered wall.

The kotonashi plant is interesting because it suggests someone accomplishing something they decide to do.

The shinobu fern is very touching. I also like wayside grasses 3 and blady grass, and I particularly like wormwood. Mountain sedge, creeping fern, mountain indigo, beach mulberry, kudzu vine, bamboo grass, woody vine, shepherd’s purse and rice seedlings. The asaji reed is also charming.

Lotus leaves are more marvellous than any other plant. The lotus is a symbol of the Buddhist truth – the flowers are used as offerings to the Buddha, and the seeds are strung into rosaries that have the power to help you attain paradise if you pray with them. It’s also delightful to see its bright red flowers floating in a green pond at a season when other plants aren’t flowering. You also find it described in a Chinese poem. 4 The rose mallow – the way it bends to follow the sun makes one feel it has more intelligence than a mere plant. The sashimo wormwood. The leafy creeper. The dew plant – though I don’t care for the way its colour fades so easily. 5

[64] Flowering plants – The carnation pink. The one from China of course, but the native pink is also splendid. The yellow valerian and the balloon flower.

The morning glory. Pampas grass. Chrysanthemums. Wild violets. The gentian – the way it branches is unfortunate, but I love how it appears in its brilliant colour when all the other flowers have withered in the frost. Also the kamatsuka, though it doesn’t look important enough to be worthy of particular attention, is very sweet. Its name is somehow unpleasant, however. It’s written with characters meaning ‘wild geese arriving’. 1

The kanihi – the flower isn’t very richly coloured, but I like the way it looks a lot like a wisteria flower, and blooms in both spring and autumn.

The bush clover – I love the sight of those graceful stems with their deeply coloured flowers, weighted with the dew, drooping so languidly in ample sprays. It also has a special feel to it because of the idea that the stag seeks it out. 2

The double kerria.

The moonflower is similar to the morning glory, and when we speak of the two together 3 it suggests that the flower is indeed a charming one – but it’s a great pity about the plant’s long gourd pods. Why was it born like that, I wonder? If only they were more the size of a lanternflower’s pods, at the very least. Still, the name itself is certainly lovely.

The shimotsuke rose. The flower of the water reed.

People complain that it’s very odd not to include plume grass here. 4 It’s plume grass that gives to all the autumn fields their particular loveliness. Can anything be more beautiful than those rusty red grass heads, so richly coloured, trailing low with the weight of the morning dew? But there’s nothing worth looking at about them once autumn has ended. After the last of the profusion of colourful flowers has died and scattered, it continues to stand there, flimsily upright till the end of winter, swaying about in the wind, oblivious to the wild disarray of its white hair, for all the world like some aged crone still dreaming of her past glories. One can only feel touched by the sorrow of it, owing to this unfortunate image that it so brings to mind.

[65] Poetic anthologies – The Manyōshū. The Kokinshū.

[66]* Topics of poetry – The capital. The kudzu vine. The water burr. Horses. Hail.

[67] Disturbing things – The mother of a monk who’s embarked on the twelve-year mountain retreat. 1

The retainers who accompany their master on a visit to some unfamiliar place on a moonless night – to avoid being seen, they don’t light a fire but just sit there in a row, waiting uneasily in the darkness for him to reappear.

You give a new servant, whom you don’t really know and trust yet, some precious thing to take to someone, and then she’s late returning.

A child who’s still too young to talk throws his little head back and bursts into tears, and won’t let anyone pick him up and comfort him.

[68] Things that can’t be compared – Summer and winter. Night and day. Rainy days and sunny days. Laughter and anger. Old age and youth. White and black. People you love and those you hate. The man you love and the same man once you’ve lost all feeling for him seem like two completely different people. Fire and water. Fat people and thin people. People with long hair and those with short hair.

The noisy commotion when crows roosting together are suddenly disturbed by something during the night. The way they tumble off their perches, and flap awkwardly about from branch to branch, squawking sleepily, makes them seem utterly different from daytime crows.

[69] Summer provides the most delightful setting for a secret assignation. The nights are so very short that dawn breaks before you’ve slept. Everything has been left open all night, and there’s a lovely cool feel to the expansive view. The lovers still have a little more they must say to each other. As they sit there murmuring endearments, they’re startled into a sudden panicky sensation of exposure by the loud caw of a passing crow – a delightful moment.

Another delightful moment is in winter, on a fiercely cold night when you’re lying there listening, snuggled far down under the bedclothes, and the sound of a temple bell comes to you, with such a deep and distant reverberation that it seems to be emerging from somewhere buried. And the way a cock will crow first with its beak still hidden under its wing, in a muffled cry that sounds deep in the far distance, but with the growing light its cry will seem to move closer – that’s also lovely.

[70] A man comes calling, perhaps for some intimate conversation, or maybe he’s simply turned up when there’s a large gathering of ladies talking together behind the screens, so he settles down and joins them. Time passes, and still he shows no sign of going home. The man or youth who’s accompanied him peers anxiously in from time to time, muttering glumly, ‘I’ll be waiting till the very axe rots 1 at this rate.’ He heaves a great yawn, and says aloud, apparently on the innocent assumption that no one will overhear, ‘Oh me, oh my, the sorrows and sufferings I go through! Will the night never end?’ This is bad enough under normal circumstances, but of course it’s quite horrible when the gentleman is there to call on the woman he loves. Not that you care one way or the other about this person himself, but his words cast a sudden pall over your impression of the gentleman who’s seemed so engaging till now.

[image: Image]

Attendants waiting by a lattice fence

Or perhaps, instead of coming out with it so blatantly, he’ll merely produce loud sighs and groans, appealing to your sympathies on the ‘stays seething deep below’2 principle.

It’s also horrible to overhear someone waiting beyond the lattice fence remark, ‘It looks like rain.’

The attendants of the truly top people are not of this sort, and those of nobles and suchlike people are also quite good. But the men who accompany anyone below this level are all like this. People really should be careful to choose someone of good character from among their many retainers to accompany them.

[71] Rare things – A son-in-law who’s praised by his wife’s father. Likewise, a wife who’s loved by her mother-in-law.

A pair of silver tweezers that can actually pull out hairs properly.

A retainer who doesn’t speak ill of his master.

A person who is without a single quirk. Someone who’s superior in both appearance and character, and who’s remained utterly blameless throughout his long dealings with the world.

You never find an instance of two people living together who continue to be overawed by each other’s excellence and always treat each other with scrupulous care and respect, so such a relationship is obviously a great rarity.

Copying out a tale or a volume of poems without smearing any ink on the book you’re copying from. If you’re copying it from some beautiful bound book, you try to take immense care, but somehow you always manage to get ink on it.

Two women, let alone a man and a woman, who vow themselves to each other forever, and actually manage to remain on good terms to the end.

[72]* Our apartments in the Long Room are a marvellous place. With the upper shutters raised, there’s a good breeze, and it’s wonderfully cool in summer. It’s also delightful in winter when snow or hail comes blowing in. The rooms are small, and it’s rather a problem when there are children around, but at least when they’re ensconced behind a screen they can’t laugh loudly and generally make a noise, 1 as they do in other rooms. I like the way we have to be constantly alert during the daytime, and we certainly can’t relax at night either.

Among the continual sounds of people walking past all night, one person’s footsteps halt, and as soon as she hears that single finger knocking she knows immediately who it is. He knocks for quite a long time, and there’s not a sound from within, but at last it begins to gall her that he may by now be concluding she’s gone to sleep, so she shifts slightly to let the rustle of clothes alert him. If it’s winter she might give a light tap with the fire tongs, a secretive little sound to prevent drawing anyone else’s attention, but when he goes right on knocking she finally says something – and often enough someone else has overheard, and comes slipping quietly over to listen.

It can also happen that, say, a number of voices are intoning Chinese or Japanese poetry. There’s no knock, but when you open the door you discover a group of quite unexpected men hovering outside. 2 It’s rather delightful if there’s no room for them all to come in and sit, and they continue to stand around till dawn breaks. There’s a brightly-coloured standing curtain, with the ladies’ hems layered there on show beneath it, and there are young noblemen, cloaks gaping at the back, 3 and Chamberlains of the sixth rank in their special green. Unable to come and lean at the sliding door, they stand there with their backs to the wall, sleeves folded politely in front of them. It makes a most charming scene.

Another very lovely picture – seen from outside, a man dressed in richly-coloured gathered trousers and bright cloak, with multi-coloured layers of under-robes beautifully displayed, sits leaning half into the room, pressing in against the dividing blind. He draws towards him a beautiful inkstone and writes something, or borrows a mirror and adjusts his appearance. All of this is delightful to observe. Or again, a three-foot standing curtain has been set up inside the blind, but there’s a small gap below the blind’s lintel cloth and the top of the curtain, and it’s pleasing to see how well their two faces are aligned as they talk to each other from their opposite sides, she sitting inside and he standing without. 4 If one of them were shorter or taller, there would no doubt be problems, but in most cases it seems to work out well.

These apartments are also a marvellous place at the time of the music and dance rehearsals in preparation for the Provisional Festival. 5 The officials from the Office of Grounds lead the way through the garden, chins well tucked in, holding aloft the long pine torches whose leaping flames threaten to brush things as they pass beneath them, while the musicians follow, playing wonderfully on their flutes, and it all strikes you as very special. The young nobles, in full civil dress for the occasion, pause and chat with the ladies, and the sound of their voices, together with the hushed cries as each one’s attendant softly cries the way for his master, mingles with the music to produce a strange and most intriguing blend of sound.

We sit there with the shutters open waiting for them to return from their rehearsal, and now we hear the young nobles singing ‘Oh let us pluck the rice flowers’, 6 in rather finer form than before. Some dour-looking fellows bustle along straight past us. We all laugh, and someone says, ‘Not so fast. As they say, “Why do you hasten thus to relinquish this night?”’ 7 but they rush grimly on, almost falling over themselves to get away, as if they imagined someone was hot on their tail to seize them.

[73]* When Her Majesty was in residence in the Office of the Empress’s Household, we all found the view of the garden grove, sunk in its aura of depth and antiquity, and the rather intimidating towering roofs, wonderfully impressive. The Inner Chamber was said to be haunted, so a room was set up on the south side and Her Majesty was ensconced there with her curtained dais, while we ladies waited on her from the secondary aisle room. It was always a great event to hear the senior courtiers and nobles coming past us with their criers, on their way from the Palace Guards gate to the Left Gate Watch Office – the cries for the senior courtiers were much shorter, so we took to referring to them as ‘the greater cries and the lesser cries’. Because we heard them so often we got to know the individual voices, and we had fun picking them out. ‘That’s so-and-so,’ we’d say, and then someone else might say, ‘No it isn’t’, so we’d send a servant to check, and if we were right we’d cry, ‘I told you so!’

One moonlit dawn of thick mist, some of us ladies went out walking in the garden. Her Majesty heard us and rose too, and then all the ladies came out with her, and the dawn brightened around us as we wandered the garden together. ‘Let’s go and see the Gate Watch Office!’ I suggested, and others enthusiastically joined me, but when we set off we suddenly heard the voices of a large number of senior courtiers chanting that Chinese poem about the voice of autumn 1 – so we rushed back and hurried inside, and conversed with them from there. Several were impressed that we’d been moon-viewing, and set about composing poems for the occasion.

Indeed, visits from senior courtiers never ceased day or night there. Even the young nobles would make a point of dropping by whenever they were at court and had no particular business to attend to.

[74] Things later regretted – Someone takes it into her head that she wants to serve at court, then once she’s there, does nothing but grumble and mope.

An adopted child who turns out to have an ugly face.

Against his will, the parents bring a reluctant young man in as son-in-law – then they complain because he doesn’t live up to expectations.

[75] Things that look enjoyable – The ‘hare-wand priest’. 1

The conductor of the sacred kagura music.

The person who carries the thing like a banner in the kagura procession. 2

[76]* The day after the Litany of Buddha Names, the hell-painting screens are taken to the Empress’s quarters, and His Majesty gives her a viewing of them. They are truly the most ghastly things. On this particular occasion, Her Majesty kept urging us to look but I simply couldn’t bear to – sheer horror overcame me, and I curled up and hid in a small room nearby.

It was raining hard that day, and time hung heavy on everyone’s hands, so His Majesty summoned some of the senior courtiers to the Empress’s quarters for a musical entertainment. Junior Counsellor Michitaka was wonderful on the biwa. Narimasa on the thirteen-stringed koto, Yukiyoshi on the flute and Captain Tsunefusa on the shō, played charmingly too.

When they had performed a piece, and the biwa had ceased to play, Grand Counsellor Korechika recited,

‘The sound of the biwa ceased, yet still she would not speak.’ 1

At this, I emerged from my hiding place, and everyone laughed and declared, ‘Sin and hellfire may scare her, but she can’t resist delights such as these!’

[77]* When Secretary Captain Tadanobu heard certain baseless and ridiculous rumours that were circulating concerning me, he set about abusing my name quite horribly. I heard that he’d been saying in the Privy Chamber that he wondered how he could ever have regarded me as a decent person. I was very distressed and ashamed, but I laughed it off, saying, ‘It would be a different matter if all this were actually true, but as things stand he’s bound to learn the truth sooner or later and change his mind.’

Not long after this, however, Tadanobu happened to hear my voice as he was passing the Black Door, and he shielded his face with his sleeve and wouldn’t so much as glance in my direction. Oh how he hated me. So I in turn chose never to look his way and simply to remain silent, and thus things continued till the end of the second month.

It was pouring with rain, and we were all bored. Tadanobu, who was secluded in the palace as part of an imperial abstinence, 1 apparently declared, ‘I must admit it’s a shame that things are so frosty between her and me. I think I’ll say something to her.’

This was reported to me, but all I replied was, ‘I’ll believe it when I see it!’I spent the day in my room, and when I went to Her Majesty’s apartments that night, she had already retired.

The gentlewomen were gathered in the room beyond the threshold, where they had drawn up a lamp and were playing a writing game. 2 ‘Oh good!’ they cried when they saw me. ‘Come and join us!’ – but I just wasn’t in the mood, and it seemed a bit pointless to have come. I sat down by the square brazier, but they all gathered round and began chatting.

Then suddenly a maid appeared, and loudly announced the arrival of a messenger for me.

‘That’s odd. What messenger can this be, arriving out of the blue like this?’I wondered, and sent to inquire. It turned out to be one of the groundsmen, who insisted that he was instructed to give the message to me personally, so out I went. ‘The Secretary Captain asks that you be given this,’he said, handing me a letter. ‘Please be quick to reply.’

‘Considering how he hates me, I wonder what he can have written?’ I thought, but it wouldn’t do to look right away, so I told the man to be off and that I would send a reply later, and I tucked the letter away and went back inside.

But as I sat listening to the ongoing conversation, back he came. ‘The Secretary Captain has said that if there’s no reply I’m to bring back his letter. Do be quick,’said he.

This is just like something out of one of the old tales, I thought wryly. I looked at the letter, and found it to be written very beautifully, on thin blue paper. There was nothing in it to justify my nervousness. He had written the line from Bo Juyi, 3 ‘You are there in the flowering capital, beneath the Council Chamber’s brocade curtains’, and added, ‘How should it end, tell me?’

‘What on earth shall I do?’ I wondered. ‘If Her Majesty were here I’d most certainly show this to her. It would look bad to parade the fact that I know the next line by writing it in my poor Chinese characters.’

I barely had time to turn the problem over in my mind before the messenger was distracting me again with his urgings to be quick, so I seized a piece of dead charcoal from the brazier and simply wrote at the end of his letter, in Japanese script,

Who will come visiting this grass-thatched hut?

The messenger duly carried it off, but there was no response.

We all went to bed, and the first thing next morning I went back to my room. Not long after I arrived, the Minamoto Captain 4 was heard crying in grandiose tones, ‘Is “Grass-thatched Hut” present?’

‘How extraordinary,’ I said. ‘Why should you think anyone with such a depressing name might be here? Now if you’d asked for “Jewelled Palace”, 5 you might have got an answer.’

‘Ah good. So you were in your room after all,’ he said. ‘I was just going to go to ask after you at Her Majesty’s quarters’, and he proceeded to relay to me the events of the previous evening, becoming increasingly shamefaced as the story progressed. ‘A number of smart young fellows, including the sixth-rank Chamberlains, got together in Tadanobu’s night-watch room last night, and there was all manner of discussion and reminiscence about various people. In the midst of this, Tadanobu admitted that since he and you had broken off all relations he just hadn’t felt right about it. “I’ve been waiting vainly in hopes that she might send word of some sort,” he said, “and I just hate the way she seems to shrug the whole thing off without a thought, and simply ignores me. Why don’t we test her once and for all tonight?”

‘So everyone put their heads together and sent along that message, and when the messenger came back announcing that you’d gone inside saying you weren’t going to read it just yet, Tadanobu sent the man back with a flea in his ear. “Tie her down and don’t let her get out of it this time,” he ordered, “and if she doesn’t produce something then bring back the original letter”, and off he had to go again, at the height of the downpour. No sooner had he gone than he was back again. “Here you are,” says he, and hands over the message. Tadanobu saw it was his own letter. “So she sent it back!” he said, but as he spoke he looked more closely, and the next instant he cried, “Oh! How extraordinary! Whatever’s this?” Everyone gathered round to look, and made a great fuss. “What a clever rogue she is!” we said. “No, you really can’t give her up.”

‘We then set about trying to add the first three lines of your poem, everyone urging me to take on the challenge, and we racked our brains over the task till it grew so late we finally had to give up. We decided it would make a fine tale for future telling, at any rate,’ he concluded. ‘Your name has now become “Grass-thatched Hut”,’ he added, and off he hastened.

I was just remarking how awful it was to think of going down in history with such a dreadful name attached to me, when Assistant to Palace Repairs Norimitsu arrived. ‘I’ve just been looking for you at Her Majesty’s quarters, to express my heartfelt joy at the wonderful news!’ he declared breathlessly.

‘What news is this?’ I said. ‘I haven’t heard of any new appointments being announced. What post have you been given?’

‘No no, I could barely wait till morning to come and congratulate you on the wonderful thing that happened last night. There couldn’t be a greater honour!’ Then he proceeded to tell me the same story all over again from the beginning. ‘Tadanobu said that he was prepared to dismiss all thought of you from his mind, depending on your response. Everyone got together and came up with something to send you, and actually it was a very good thing that the messenger came back empty-handed the first time. When he did bring the message back, I was in a sweat to know what it was, since it struck me that if your response wasn’t up to par that would reflect badly on me as “elder brother” as well. But of course it was anything but, in fact it was excellent, and everyone was full of praise. “Come over here, brother,” they urged. “Come and hear this!”

‘I was privately thrilled, but I only protested, “I’m in no position to appreciate these poetic refinements, 6 you know.”

‘“You don’t need to tell us what you think, or even make sense of it,” they insisted. “It’s just so that you can spread the word about it.”

‘This was rather mortifying for your poor brother, of course, but I finally joined in, and we were at it long into the night, lamenting how impossible it was to find a way to complete the poem. “Actually, there’s no particular reason why we should reply in this fashion, you know,” some began to claim after a while, and everyone agreed that it would look very bad if we sent something unimpressive, so it all petered out in defeat.

‘This is a most wonderful thing for us both, don’t you think? Far more cause for celebration than receiving some trifling post in the new Appointments List!’

When I contemplated how innocent I’d been of this full-scale involvement in the plot, it made me nervous all over again to think how easily I could have disgraced myself. And I hadn’t realized that this ‘sister – brother’ relationship was known to even the Emperor, and that the senior courtiers would call him this rather than refer to him by his post!

While we were talking, a message came from Her Majesty summoning me immediately, so I went and presented myself. She too wanted to talk about the incident. It seems His Majesty had laughed about it and told her the story. ‘All the gentlemen have written your reply on their fans,’ she informed me. I was amazed, and could only wonder what had possessed me to make me produce such a brilliant response.

Anyway, after that Tadanobu no longer raised that shielding sleeve when we met, and seems to have quite changed his mind about me.

[78]* The following year, towards the end of the second month, Her Majesty moved to the Office of the Empress’s Household. I didn’t accompany her on the move, but stayed behind temporarily in the Mumetsubo. 1 The next day, there was a letter from Secretary Captain Tadanobu. ‘I made a pilgrimage to Kurama last night,’ it read, ‘but owing to a directional taboo this evening, 2 I’m returning by a different route. I should be back before daybreak, and I have something I must say to you, so please be ready to let me in and don’t make me keep knocking when I arrive.’ However, the Mistress of the Imperial Wardrobe sent to inquire why I was staying alone in my room like this, and asked me to come and sleep there, so that is where I spent the night. 3

When I returned to my own room, after a lengthy sleep, the maid told me that there’d been a tremendous knocking the night before. ‘I finally got up and answered it,’ she went on, ‘and he said, “So she’s with Her Ladyship, is she? Well, please pass on my message.” However, I informed him that there was no point since you certainly wouldn’t get up, and went back to bed.’

I found her stupidity and inconsiderateness most annoying, but no sooner had she told me her tale than someone from the Office of Grounds arrived with another message from the Secretary Captain, saying he had to leave at once, but first he had something he must tell me. I sent the man off with the message that I had matters to see to at Her Ladyship’s, and I would meet him there. I was worried that if he came to my apartment he’d open the door, so I went to a room off the eastern aisle of the Mumetsubo and raised the half-panel shutter, instructing him to come there.

Along he duly came, looking magnificent. He wore a gorgeous damask cloak in the cherry-blossom combination, with an immaculate lustre to its inner lining, and his gathered trousers of rich, dark grape colour were woven through with a dazzling pattern of tangled wisteria vine. The scarlet colour and glossed silk effect of the inner robe positively shone, and layer upon layer of very pale violet-grey and other colours were visible beneath the cloak. The way he seated himself on the narrow veranda, with one foot hanging from its edge as he leaned in slightly towards the blind, made him look the absolute epitome of some splendid figure in a picture, or in the sort of marvellous scene you find described in a romance.

The plum trees before the Mumetsubo, white on the west side and red on the east, were just beginning to shed their blossoms, but they were still lovely, and what with all this and the glorious soft sunlight that lit the scene, I longed for someone to witness it.

It would have been rather more impressive, however, if the lady inside the screen making her replies to the gentleman beyond had been a young girl, her hair beautifully smooth and flowing luxuriantly down all about her, the way they describe it in the tales. But alas, I was an ageing woman well past her prime, hair not even my own, 4 and frizzled and coming adrift here and there, in mourning clothes that were a far cry from the usual lovely colours, a light grey so pale it was as good as colourless, over various indistinguishable layers, all utterly drab and unflattering. What’s more, as Her Majesty was not present I was only in simple court robes, without even a formal train. It all rather ruined the elegance of the scene.

‘I’m on my way to the Office of the Empress’s Household,’ he said. ‘Do you have any message? When will you be going there?’ and so on; and then he laughingly proceeded to tell me how last night before daybreak he’d come to call on his way back from the west of the city in the bright moonlight, certain I’d be waiting for him whatever the time, since he’d told me he was coming, but when he knocked at my room the maid finally appeared bleary-eyed and gave him a disconcertingly curt response. ‘I was thoroughly put off,’ he went on. ‘Whatever induced you to leave such a person there to deal with me?’ I could well imagine his feelings, and I felt both sorry for him and entertained by the story.

After a little time, he left. Anyone looking in and seeing him there would have wondered just who might be the fair maiden inside who was engaging his attention, while if they’d observed the scene from behind me they’d never have imagined from my appearance that the man beyond the blinds could be so splendid.

When it grew dark, I went to attend Her Majesty. There were a great many gentlewomen gathered around her, including some from His Majesty’s entourage, and everyone was arguing over what they did and didn’t like about various tales, weighing them up and criticizing their weaknesses. Her Majesty also joined in, giving her own opinion on the relative merits of the two heroes Suzushi and Nakatada.

The ladies turned to me when I arrived. ‘What do you think?’ they cried. ‘Give us a quick answer. Her Majesty is making a strong case against Nakatada’s humble upbringing.’

‘Dear me no,’ I replied. ‘I admit Suzushi played the kin brilliantly enough to bring a heavenly being down to listen, but he was incredibly dull. And was he the one who gained the hand of the Emperor’s daughter?’ 5

‘There you are!’ cried the Nakatada supporters, happy to discover their side was strengthened.

‘But no more of this talk of the men in the old tales,’ said Her Majesty. ‘If only you’d seen Tadanobu when he came today, I imagine you would have been beside yourself over how splendid he looked.’

‘Yes, it’s quite true,’ several ladies chimed in. ‘He really did look even more marvellous than usual.’

‘Actually,’ I said, ‘that is precisely what I came to tell you about, Your Majesty, but this talk of tales distracted me.’ And I proceeded to describe what had happened.

‘Well, we all saw him,’ they said, laughing, ‘but who else took in such detail, down to the very threads and stitches?’ Then they all went on chattering about the things he’d said. ‘He told us what a marvellously desolate place the west of the city was, the garden walls all old and moss-covered, and how he found himself wishing he had a companion to savour it with him. Then Saishō cleverly inquired, “And were ‘the tiles pine-smothered’?” and he was most impressed, and replied by intoning, “Though it lies some little distance from the city’s western gate.”’ 6 It was great fun to hear them so full of talk of him.

[79] When one’s returned home on a visit and a senior courtier or someone of the sort comes to call, it would seem that there’s gossip and criticism. I don’t let this annoy me, since after all I’m not exactly renowned for my modesty and prudence. And anyway, how am I simply to announce that I’m not at home to people who come calling day or night, and send them away again shamefaced? People will come visiting, even if they really aren’t so very intimate with you. Anyway, on this occasion, because of all the fuss I decided not to let it be generally known where I was, and only told a few people such as Captain of the Left Tsunefusa and Narimasa.

Officer of the Left Gate Watch Norimitsu came visiting, and in the course of our talk he told me that the day before, the Captain Consultant 1 had doggedly questioned him about where I was hiding. ‘Surely you must know where your own “sister” is. Tell me!’ he’d apparently demanded, and when Norimitsu insisted that he had no idea, the Captain Consultant had actively tried to pressure him into confessing. ‘I felt terrible having to assert something that wasn’t true,’ he said to me. ‘I could barely suppress a smile. Tsunefusa was sitting there looking all innocence, and I was terrified that I’d burst out laughing if our gaze met even for an instant, so I tried to cover the moment by seizing some seaweed from a nearby table and desperately chewing away at it. People must have found it rather odd to see me suddenly devouring this stuff for no apparent reason. But anyway, thanks to that seaweed I cleverly avoided letting the cat out of the bag. If I’d laughed it would have ruined everything. I did enjoy the way he really seemed to believe I had no idea where you were.’

‘Well, do be sure you don’t tell him,’ I said when I heard this, and so the days passed without his calling.

Very late one night, there was a fierce drumming on the gate. ‘What’s this?’ I thought when I heard it. ‘Why beat on the gate so loudly in this inconsiderate fashion, though it’s quite close enough to hear a normal knock?’ When I sent to inquire, I learned it was one of the guards. He had brought a letter, and said he’d come from Officer Norimitsu.

Everyone was asleep, so I drew up a lamp and read it. ‘Tomorrow is the final day of the Great Sutra Readings, so the Captain Consultant is confined to the palace for the imperial abstinence. He is most persistent in begging me to tell him your whereabouts, and I am at my wit’s end. I really cannot keep the information from him any longer. Should I tell him? What do you think? I will follow your advice.’

I wrote no reply, but simply wrapped a small piece of seaweed in a sheet of paper and sent it.

Norimitsu came later. ‘The Captain Consultant spent the night berating me,’ he said, ‘and dragging me about to all sorts of impossible places. He really did give me a tongue-lashing. I had a terrible time of it. Look, why on earth didn’t you tell me what to do? You only sent some ridiculous piece of seaweed wrapped in paper. What an extraordinary thing to receive! Who would send such a crazy packet to anyone? There must have been some mistake.’

The man is quite clueless! I thought. I was so disgusted I simply couldn’t bear the sight of him. I said nothing, and only wrote on the edge of a piece of paper that happened to be by the inkstone:

The silent seaweed

said that you must never tell

the secret dwelling place

of the diving fisher girl

concealed in these hidden depths. 2

and passed this to him.

‘Dear me, have you written a poem? I refuse to read it!’ he exclaimed, and he flipped it back to me with his fan and fled.

And so it was that this relationship, once so close and mutually supportive, for no real reason began to turn a little sour. Then a letter came from him. ‘Though things may have gone wrong between us, still I would wish that you remember the loving vows we made, and when we meet out in the world that you would look on me as one who has been your brother.’

Norimitsu often used to say, ‘If a woman chooses to love me, she should never press poems on me. Any woman who does this is no friend of mine. The day you decide you’ve had enough and you want to break off relations is the day you should send me a poem.’

So in reply to his message, I sent this poem.

Brother and Sister Hills

have crumbled, and between them

Yoshino River flows no more–

so I can no longer see you

even as ‘he that used to be’. 3

Whether he read it or not I do not know, but no reply ever came.

Later, Norimitsu was promoted to Deputy Governor of Tōtōmi, 4 and the relationship ended in hostility.

[80] Things that create the appearance of deep emotion – The sound of your voice when you’re constantly blowing your runny nose as you talk.

Plucking your eyebrows.

[81]* After our visit to the Guard Office, I went back to my home, and had spent some time there when a letter came informing me that Her Majesty wished me to come at once. At the edge of the page, the writer 1 had added a personal message from Her Majesty which said, ‘I can’t get out of my mind the image of you ahead of me when we went to the Guard Office that night. Whatever made you set off so nonchalantly in that old-fashioned get-up? No doubt you thought you looked wonderful.’

I replied with a humble acknowledgement of Her Majesty’s summons, and added the private message, ‘How could I not think I looked wonderful? Why, it seemed to me that even Her Majesty saw me as “a heavenly maiden hovering”.’

No sooner was this sent than back came the reply. ‘Her Majesty wonders how you could damage your darling Nakatada’s reputation 2 like that? You must lay everything aside and come at once. If you don’t, she will absolutely hate you.’

‘Any hatred at all would be bad enough,’ I replied, ‘but with that word “absolutely” I am prepared to sacrifice life and limb to do as commanded’, and I went back to the court.

[82]* Once when Her Majesty was in residence in the Office of the Empress’s Household, a Continuous Sutra Reading 1 took place in the western aisle. A scroll of the Buddha’s image was set up, and of course the monks were seated as usual.

Two days into the ceremony, we heard below the veranda a queer voice saying, ‘Would there be any distribution of the offerings 2 for me?’ and a monk was heard to reply, ‘Come come, what can you be thinking? The ceremony’s not over yet.’

Wondering who this person was, I went over to have a look, and discovered the voice belonged to a nun well past her prime, dressed in horribly grimy clothes and looking like a little monkey.

‘What is it she wants?’ I asked.

At this, she replied herself in a carefully affected tone, ‘I am a disciple of the Buddha, come to ask for the altar offerings, and these monks are refusing to give them to me.’

Her voice was remarkably bright and elegant for a beggar. What a pity someone like her should have sunk to this, I thought, yet at the same time I couldn’t help feeling there was something unpleasantly pretentious and flamboyant about her, given her circumstances.

‘So altar offerings are the only thing you’ll eat, are they? This is wonderfully pious of you,’ I remarked.

She was reading me carefully. ‘No one’s saying I won’t eat other things,’ she said slyly. ‘It’s because there’s nothing else that I’m asking for offerings.’

I put together some snacks and rice cakes and gave the bundle to her, whereupon she became extremely friendly, and began to chatter about all manner of things.

Some young gentlewomen then came out, and all set about questioning the woman about where she lived, and whether she had a man, and children. She produced such entertaining replies, elaborating them with jokes and suchlike, that everyone kept drawing her out with endless questions, such as whether she sang and danced, until she set about singing,

‘Who oh who shall I sleep with tonight?

I think I’ll sleep with “Hitachi no Suke”

for I love the silk touch of her skin in bed…’

with much more besides. She also sang,

‘The peak of Man Mountain stands proud in fame.

Its scarlet tip has quite a name!’ 3

waving her head about as she sang in a manner that was utterly grotesque. The ladies all laughed in disgust and cried, ‘Away with you! Away with you!’

‘Poor thing,’ I said. ‘What shall we give her?’

At this point Her Majesty intervened. ‘You’ve been making the woman act in a way that I’ve really found very difficult to have to overhear. I simply had to block my ears. Give her this gown 4 and send her on her way immediately.’

‘Here’s a generous gift from Her Majesty. Your own gown’s filthy, so make yourself nice and clean with this one,’ we said, and tossed the gown to her. She abased herself in thanks, and then lo and behold she proceeded to drape the gown over her shoulder and perform a dance! 5 She really was disgusting, so we all withdrew inside again and left her to it.

This apparently gave her a taste for visiting, because after this she was often to be seen wandering about drawing attention to herself. We took to calling her ‘Hitachi no Suke’, after her song. Far from wearing the nice clean gown, she still went about in her filthy one, which made us wonder with considerable annoyance what she’d done with the one we gave her.

One day Ukon paid us a visit, and Her Majesty told her about the woman. ‘They have tamed her and more or less installed her. She’s always coming around now,’ she said, and she had Kohyōe take up the tale and give an imitation of Hitachi no Suke.

‘I’d love to see her,’ said Ukon, laughing. ‘Do show her to me. You all seem to be great fans of hers. I promise I won’t entice her away from you.’

A little later, another much more refined beggar nun turned up at the palace. We called her over and questioned her in the same way, and were touched by how shamefaced and piteous she was. Her Majesty gave her a gown, and she abased herself in thanks and retreated, overcome with tears of joy. This was all very well, but Hitachi no Suke happened to come along and catch sight of her as she was leaving. After that, Hitachi no Suke didn’t show up again for a long time, and none of us would have given her a second thought I’m sure.

Towards the middle of the twelfth month there was a great fall of snow. The maids collected a large mound of it on the veranda, so then we ladies decided we should have a real snow mountain built out in the garden. We summoned the servants and set them all to work under Her Majesty’s orders. The groundsmen who had come in to clean got involved as well, and together they all set about creating an absolutely towering snow mountain. Some of the senior officials from the Empress’s Office also gathered to give advice and enjoy the scene. The original three or four groundsmen had soon swelled to around twenty. Her Majesty even sent to ask the servants who were at home to come and help, informing them that everyone involved would receive three days’ extra pay, and the same amount would be deducted from all those who didn’t come; some who heard this came running hastily to join in, though the message couldn’t reach those whose homes were more distant.

When the construction was finally completed, the officials from the Empress’s Office were summoned and each was given two large bundles of silk rolls. These they spread out on the veranda, and everyone in turn came and took a roll, bowed and tucked it into his belt, and retired. The senior courtiers, who were dressed in informal hunting costume for the job instead of their usual formal cloaks, remained behind.

‘How long do you think it will last?’ Her Majesty asked everyone. One guessed ten days, another suggested a little longer. Everyone gave opinions ranging over a week or two.

‘What do you think?’ Her Majesty then asked me.

‘I think it will stay there until beyond the tenth day of the first month,’ I replied.

Even Her Majesty thought this highly unlikely, and all the ladies were unanimous in declaring that it couldn’t last beyond the end of the year at the very latest.

‘Oh dear,’ I thought privately, ‘I’ve probably overestimated. I suppose it can’t really last as long as that. I should have said something like the first day of the new year instead’ – but I decided that even if I turned out to be wrong, I should stand by what I said, and I stubbornly continued to argue my case.

On the twentieth day it rained, but there was no sign of the snow mountain melting away. All that happened was that it lost a little of its height. I was beside myself with fervent prayers to the Kannon of White Mountain 6 to preserve it from melting.

On the day when the snow mountain was made, the Aide of Ceremonial Tadataka came to call. I put out a cushion for him, and during our talk he remarked, ‘You know, there’s not a place in the palace that hasn’t built a snow mountain today. His Majesty has ordered one made in his garden, and they’re busy making them in the Crown Prince’s residence and in the Kōkiden and Kyōgokudono 7 as well.’

I then had someone nearby convey to him the following poem.

Our singular snow mountain

we thought was so uniquely ours

has multiplied abroad

and become merely commonplace

as the common snow that falls.

He sat tilting his head admiringly over it for a while, then he finally said, ‘It would be merely flippant of me to attempt to sully this marvellous poem with one in response. I shall simply tell the tale of it to everyone when we’re gathered before His Majesty’, and he rose and departed. I must say this diffidence struck me as rather odd, in someone with his reputation for being a great poetry-lover.

When I told Her Majesty, she remarked, ‘He must certainly have been deeply impressed with it.’

As the month drew to a close, the snow mountain seemed to have shrunk a little, but it still remained very high. One day around midday we’d gone out to sit on the veranda, when Hitachi no Suke suddenly appeared again.

‘Why are you back?’ we asked. ‘We haven’t seen you here for ages.’

‘Well, the fact is I met with a misfortune,’ she replied.

‘What was it?’ we asked.

‘I shall tell you my thoughts at the time in question,’ she said, and then she proceeded to recite, in ponderously drawn-out tones,

‘Alas I am awash

with envy at the gifts whose burden

weights her till she limps–

who is that “deep-sea fisher girl”

to whom so many things are given?’ 8

and with that she gave a nasty laugh. When no one deigned to look in her direction, she clambered on to the snow mountain and walked about for some time before she finally left.

After she had gone we sent word to Ukon telling her what had happened, and she made us laugh all over again when she replied, ‘Why didn’t you get someone to accompany her and bring her over here? What a shame! She must have climbed the snow mountain and walked round like that because you were ignoring her.’

The year ended without any change to our snow mountain. On the night of the first day of the new year, there was a great fall of snow.

Excellent! I thought. There’ll be a fresh pile of snow for the mountain – but then Her Majesty decided that this wasn’t fair. ‘We must brush off the new snow and leave the original heap as it was,’ she declared.

Next morning when I went to my room very early, the chief retainer of the Office of the Empress’s Household arrived, shivering with cold. On the sleeve of his night-watch cloak, which was a deep, almost citron-leaf green, he held something wrapped in green paper, attached to a sprig of pine needles.

‘Who is this from?’ I inquired, and when he replied that it came from the Kamo High Priestess, I was filled with sudden delighted awe, and took it and carried it straight back to Her Majesty.

Her Majesty was still asleep when I arrived, and in order to get in I tugged a go-board table over to the lattice shutter facing her curtained dais, and stood on it while I struggled to raise the shutter. It was extremely heavy, and because I was only lifting one end of it, it grated against the next one, which woke Her Majesty.

‘Why on earth are you doing that?’ she inquired.

‘A message from the Kamo High Priestess has arrived,’ I replied. ‘I simply had to get the shutter open so you would have it as early as possible.’

‘Well, this certainly is early,’ she said, getting up. She opened the package, and found two hare-mallets, the heads wrapped in imitation of hare-wands, decorated prettily with sprigs of mountain orange, creeping fern and mountain sedge. But there was no letter.

‘I can’t believe there would be no message,’ said Her Majesty, searching, and then she discovered on one of the little pieces of paper that wrapped the mallet heads the following poem.

When I went searching

the mountain for the echoing ring

of the woodsman’s axe

I found the tree he cut was for

the festive hare-wands of this day. 9

A delightful poem, and delightful too was the scene of Her Majesty composing her reply. In all her letters and replies to the High Priestess, you could see just how much trouble she took from the number of problems she had with her writing. To the man who had brought the message she gave a white-weave shift, and another of maroon which was I think in the plum combination, and it was lovely to see him making his way back through the snowy landscape with the robes over his shoulder. It’s only a pity that I never discovered what Her Majesty wrote in reply.

As for the snow mountain, it showed no sign of melting away but continued to stand there, just as if it really was Koshi’s famous snowy mountain. 10 It now looked quite black with dirt, and was not a sight to please the eye, but I nevertheless felt elated at the thought of being proved right, and prayed that it could somehow be made to survive until the middle of the month. Everyone declared that it couldn’t last beyond the end of the first week, and we were all waiting anxiously to witness the final outcome, when it was suddenly decided on the third day that Her Majesty would return to the imperial palace. I was terribly disappointed at the thought that I’d have to leave without ever knowing the moment of my mountain’s final end, and others also said it was a great shame to have to leave now. Her Majesty agreed, and indeed I’d very much wanted her to witness that my guess had been right. But we had to leave and that was that.

There was great upheaval for the move, with Her Majesty’s effects and all the other things being carried out, and in the midst of this I managed to call over to the veranda one of the gardeners who was living under a lean-to roof he had set up against the garden wall, and have a confidential word with him. ‘You must take great care of this snow mountain, and make sure no children climb on it and destroy it. Keep a firm watch on it until the fifteenth. If it lasts till then, Her Majesty intends to reward you with a special gift, and you’ll get high praise from me personally as well,’ I said, and to persuade him further I heaped on him various leftovers, fruit and so on, though this would have enraged the kitchen maids and servants, who disliked him.

All this made him beam with pleasure. ‘That’s very easily done,’ he assured me. ‘I’ll guard it carefully. The children will be sure to try and climb it.’

‘You must forbid it,’ I warned him, ‘and if there’s anyone who won’t obey then let me know.’

I accompanied Her Majesty on her move to the palace, and stayed there until the seventh day, when I went home.

I was so anxious about my snow mountain while I was at the palace that I was constantly sending servants of various sorts, from the toilet cleaner to the head housekeeper, to keep the gardener up to the mark. On the seventh day I even sent along some of the leftovers from the Festival of Young Herbs feast, and everyone laughed at the tale of how reverently he’d received them.

Once I was back home the snow mountain continued to obsess me, and the first thing I did every morning was send someone over, just to keep him reminded of how very important it was. On the tenth day I was delighted to hear that enough still remained to last until the fifteenth. Day and night my constant stream of messengers continued, but then on the night of the thirteenth 11 there was a terrific downpour of rain. I was beside myself, convinced that this would finally finish off my mountain. All that night I stayed up, lamenting that it couldn’t possibly last another day or two. Those around me laughed and declared that I really had lost my mind. When one of our party left I leapt up and tried to rouse the servants, and flew into a rage when they refused to get up, but finally one emerged and I sent her off to bring a report.

‘It’s down to the size of a round cushion,’ she reported. ‘The gardener has looked after it most assiduously, and he hasn’t let the children near it. He says it should last till tomorrow morning, and he’s looking forward to his reward.’ I was absolutely thrilled. I could hardly wait till the next day, when I decided I would compose a suitable poem and send it to Her Majesty with a container full of the snow. The anticipation was becoming quite unbearable.

The next morning I got up while it was still dark. I gave one of the servants a box and sent her off with the order to choose the whitest of the snow to put in it, and be careful to scrape away any that was dirty. But she was no sooner gone than back she came, dangling the empty container, to report that the last of the snow mountain had already disappeared. I was devastated. The clever poem that I had laboured and groaned over, and that I’d looked forward to being on everyone’s lips, was to my horror suddenly quite worthless.

‘How on earth could this have happened?’ I said miserably. ‘There was all that snow still there yesterday, and it’s disappeared overnight!’

‘The gardener was wringing his hands in despair,’ replied the maid. ‘He said that it was there until late last night, and he’d been so looking forward to getting his reward.’

In the midst of all the fuss, word arrived from Her Majesty, inquiring whether there was any snow left today. Thoroughly mortified, I replied, ‘Please tell Her Majesty that I consider it a great victory that it was still there until yesterday evening, despite the fact that everyone predicted it couldn’t last beyond the end of the year. But after all, my prediction would have been altogether too impressive if the snow had remained until the very day I guessed. During the night some spiteful person must have destroyed the last of it.’
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