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The scenes of the journey’s many places linger on in the heart, and the painful sorrows of nights spent sleeping in mountains and on moors become in turn the seeds of later traveller’s tales, and a means to consort with Nature’s wind and cloud.

Matsuo Bashō

The great home of the soul is the open road.

D. H. Lawrence
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A Note on the Translations

Many of the works excerpted or given here in full also exist in other translated versions, and the interested reader is encouraged to seek these out for different perspectives on the works (see Further Reading). My own translations attempt to honour the literary qualities of the writing, while simultaneously aiming as far as possible to remain faithful to the linguistic level of the text. Although Japanese underwent considerable changes over the course of the thousand years covered here, its literary written language remained essentially remarkably stable. It valued elegance and suggestiveness, and although English translation inevitably requires clarifying much that is left ambiguous or implicit in the Japanese, I have tried to suggest these qualities in my choice of language and style. Rhythm, balance, phrasing and flow are all important aspects of much of this writing which I have tried in various ways to reproduce.

Occasionally the prose in these works can intensify and take on many of the qualities of poetry,1 with almost incantatory variations on a 5/7 syllabic rhythm. Since syllable count means little to the English ear, and goes quite unnoticed in prose, I have translated these passages with particular attention to cadence and indicated their phrasing with spaced prose. One of the characteristics of these heightened passages in particular is a sinuous flow that blurs syntactical connections and slides seamlessly between sentences, an effect that the translation also attempts to suggest within the limits of natural English.

The pervasive presence of allusion plays a vital role in classical Japanese literary prose as well as in poetry, adding depth and resonance to the textual surface and serving to bind the work into the wider tradition. It provides a kind of enriching harmonic accompaniment to the single melodic line of the textual meaning, which can seem flat without it. Allusion assumes a readership alert to the echoes of other works, so its full effect cannot be reproduced in translation. Its presence should not be ignored, however. Where allusion becomes overt quotation, I have explained it in a note. More generally, I use italics to point up some (but by no means all) of the passing allusive echoes embedded in the prose,2 in the hope that readers will register the pleasure of its presence if not its full force.

Poems, of course, provide particular challenges for a translator. Classical Japanese poetry is notoriously resistant to translation – rhythm, a delight in punning word play, the crucial role of allusion, pivot words and the syntactic folding together of meaning, concision, ambiguity, linguistic nuance and more besides: all these are virtually impossible to reproduce. The translator must simply hope that something at least of the spirit of the poem is conveyed in the translation, and perhaps a little of its elegance. Although the structure of Japanese poetry depends on syllable count rather than line division,3 I follow the general custom of using line division to shape and add tension, to slow the eye and to signal it as poetry.

A final word about orthography. The pronunciation of Japanese changed continuously throughout the thousand years covered by this book. Rather than attempt to convey the nuances of these complex shifts, the Japanese transcriptions of the poems follow the ahistorical but straightforward rules of modern Japanese romanization.
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Introduction

A man or a woman sets out on a journey, and writes an account of it. If it is well-written, we consider it literature. Such is probably our general understanding in the West of what constitutes travel literature. In Japan too men and women have long set out on journeys, and many have written about them; but literary travel writing in Japan was for many centuries a very different thing from our conception of it, and it is worth understanding a little about it before stepping off into the texts translated in this book. We may be surprised at the lack there of much that we are used to – tales of adventure, of far lands and the curiosities found there, of the day-to-day difficulties and unexpected delights of the journey. But once we have adjusted our expectations, what we will discover instead is a kind of travel writing undreamed of in the West – a richly literary tradition extending through a thousand years and more, whose individual works together weave a dense and beautiful brocade of repeated patterns and motifs, tones and textures, varying and building through time to create a composite and moving poetics of travel.

This is not to say that ‘travel writing’ as such was conceived of as a literary genre. Rather, the theme of travel permeated every type of literary writing to a greater or lesser degree. This book contains examples of travel writing from almost every kind of literary composition – from diaries and tales of various sorts, to drama, songs and above all poetry. Yet through this multiplicity of what we would today call genres,1 travel writing emerges as an identifiable tradition with its own particular characteristics, a strong set of continuities through time that connects the seventeenth-century writing of the great haikai2 poet Bashō back through the intervening centuries and their literature to the tenth-century Ise Tales, which in turn grew out of the poetry of the Manyōshū around a thousand years before Bashō wrote.

In this it is typical of classical Japanese literature, which honoured tradition and continuity through all its evolving forms and styles, even when it undercut this powerful tradition with humour and parody. A consecutive reading of the works included here will provide an insight into the trajectory of classical Japanese literature generally, from its earliest manifestations in the form of song and poetry (scarcely distinguished in that early time)3 through the evolution of the prose tale and the diary form of the Heian period – still considered the pinnacle of classical Japanese literature – to the explosion of new forms of writing that occurred during the tumultuous and war-torn Kamakura and Muromachi periods (Japan’s middle ages), and on to the great changes that swept through Japanese culture with the advent of peace in the Edo period, which produced the works of Bashō.4 This book thus allows the reader to follow the evolution of the single theme of Travel through its many variations down the centuries, against the backdrop of the wider forces that shaped it, which are touched on in the introductory sections.

The selection ends with Bashō because he was in many ways the end of the long literary trajectory traced in this book. After Bashō, Japanese travel writing entered the factual and sometimes farcical world of everyday experience and largely turned its back on the elegance of the long literary tradition charted here,5 in which the pragmatic and the personal generally played a very minor role. Despite the relative unimportance of mere facts in this earlier writing, however, we should turn briefly to the realities of travel during the period covered here, to understand something of the actual experiences that underlay the literature of travel.

Travellers and the Roads They Travelled

For all its importance in literature, travel itself was generally looked on askance and only reluctantly undertaken until the Edo period; our modern association of travel with enjoyment would have astonished travellers of the time, most of whom would have given much to be spared its hardship and loneliness.

This aversion to travel is understandable. Roads were often little more than tracks, particularly the minor roads, and frequently infested with robbers. Commonly, they passed through difficult mountain terrain and over deep, swift rivers where travellers had to rely on the fickle services of a local ferryman or make their way over teetering bridges, while coast roads had the added peril of difficult crossings between tides.6 Inns only gradually began to spring up along the major routes. Even then, more than a day’s journey on a less-travelled road still frequently required sleeping rough, or begging a night’s shelter from a local, usually in a poverty-stricken and flea-ridden dwelling. It was not uncommon for earlier travellers to erect some kind of temporary shelter by the road for the night, particularly if they travelled with servants to do it for them. The early eleventh-century Sarashina Diary paints a lively picture of these experiences and more, as the young author travels with her parents and their extensive household down what became known as the Tōkaidō, then barely a road let alone the important highway it later became.

Sea travel, the other option, was if anything even more nerve-wracking in all but the calmest weather. Travel by boat was plagued by wind and wave as well as the fear of pirates and shipwreck on the rocky coastline, as the tenth-century Tosa Diary vividly depicts. Japanese boats were relatively small and tended to hug the coast for safety; perilous official forays across the China Sea to Korea and China were the full extent of overseas travel until the late nineteenth century. After the early sea poetry of the Manyōshū (largely limited to the local waters of the Inland Sea) and the long sea voyage described in Tosa Diary, boats largely cease to be a presence in literary travel writing except as shapes distantly seen across the water.7

An understandable distaste for travel was heavily reinforced by the firm conviction that the Capital (present-day Kyoto), as it was generally called, was really the only place for a civilized person to be. During the Heian period, when literacy (and hence literary production) was largely limited to the elite and to monks, there was some justification for this view – the Capital was the central site of culture, and the land beyond its borders quickly shaded off into the cultural equivalent of ‘the wilds’. Travel was experienced as a kind of exile, which it occasionally was, and provoked an intense yearning for the distant Capital and all it represented. Even when the warfare and political dislocations of the middle ages had made this attitude far less realistic, it continued to deeply colour the literature of travel, whose fundamental terms of reference were largely established in the Heian period.

Who, then, were the travellers who created this literature? During the Heian period, much of the literary prose writing was produced by provincial governors and their families, who faced the unpleasant necessity of taking up new posts in near or distant provinces every few years. More locally, women diarists8 of the upper classes sometimes recorded day excursions or longer pilgrimages undertaken to temples beyond the confines of the Capital – the excerpts from The Pillow Book and Sarashina Diary provide some examples. Courtiers accompanying emperors on imperial pilgrimages and excursions, and later military men of literary taste, also played their part in this literary tradition. But it was above all Buddhist monks9 who took to the road, sporadically in the Heian period and in greater numbers later, and it is they who primarily carried travel literature forward through the centuries into the Edo period, when they make their final appearance in the figure of Bashō before dropping almost completely from view.

Brief mention must also be made here of the sub-literate class of travellers whose largely unseen presences were everywhere from the beginning, men and women whose fertile creativity is seldom directly glimpsed because it went largely unrecorded, but whose performative arts fed into the new forms of literature that emerged in the middle ages and later.10 Their voices are briefly heard in some of the poems of the Manyōshū, and in the precious collection of their songs called Dust Dancing on the Rafters (Chapter 9). Perhaps the most intriguing of these often wandering performers were the women here termed asobi,11 in many ways the ancestors of today’s geisha, who are fleeting presences in numerous travel accounts. They serve to remind us that a thriving performative literature of the people coexisted with, and in unseen ways influenced, the mainstream literary works translated here.

What They Wrote

Literature was one of the few comforts of the educated traveller; a writing brush and a literary sensibility were essential items in most cultured people’s equipment for the road.12 That sensibility was essentially poetic. A glance through this book will reveal that poetry is everywhere present, either on its own or embedded in prose. This is because, put simply, poetry was crucially central to classical Japanese literature. Once China’s writing system had been manipulated to write the Japanese language13 the first work of literature to emerge was the vast poetry collection called the Manyōshū, whose poems reveal how widespread and important poetry composition already was. Then and down the centuries, poetry composition was the mark of a civilized man or woman, not simply the preserve of professional poets, although the best inevitably made a name for themselves. Literature was first and fundamentally poetry, and so it essentially remained. It is not surprising, then, that poems are the core from which literary travel writing evolved, and remained central to that writing through the centuries.

This book traces how travel prose evolved by expanding brief contextualizing prose prefaces to poems (kotobagaki), first seen in the Manyōshū, into longer poem-centred anecdotes that began to appear in personal poetry collections, and that might in turn be strung together to chronologically present the poetic highlights of a journey. The important point to note here is the continued centrality of the poems. We read a travel journal for the story, but for Japanese readers and writers for many centuries it was above all the poems that were the point. As with the early Ise Tales so with Bashō’s travel journals14 more than seven centuries later – be it fact or fiction, throughout the central development of travel literature the underlying role of the prose tends to be to set the scenes for the poems.

This has important consequences for the literature of travel that may make it at first somewhat disorienting for the Western reader. Where we might expect a more or less continuous narrative of the journey, what we often find is a series of short, disconnected scenes or episodes, sometimes quite briefly sketched, that culminate in a poem,15 bridged perhaps by a vague linking expression such as ‘On I went, and then …’ that vertiginously elides what can be a substantial amount of intervening time and space. The effect is a little like a series of glowing points on an otherwise dark map, a kind of montage of intense poetic experiences rather than a realistic description of the journey.

The poetic effect is reinforced by the prose itself. Both in style and in content, the prose of most literary travel writing until the Edo period was governed by what could be called a poetic (waka) sensibility. This shaped it in numerous ways, from imagery to language to choices of focus and emphasis, and shaped also the image of the traveller himself.16 Changing tastes in poetry are closely reflected in the changing tone of the prose writing down the centuries. For much of the Heian period wit and wordplay were key elements in Japanese poetry, and likewise we find in works such as Tosa Diary or The Ise Tales a humour, urbanity and lightness of tone very different from the darker tones of later travel writing. As poetry evolved to become more evocative and sombre, so too did its associated prose. This book tells in outline a complex story of fundamental shifts in literary style and taste down the centuries, and the role played in this by historical forces and by Buddhism’s increasing influence on the literary sensibility.

For all the changes in poetic sensibility between the Manyōshū and Bashō, certain key elements remained remarkably constant. Wit and wordplay never entirely disappeared even from serious poetry, and humour re-emerged in the later linked verse (renga) tradition that led eventually to the haikai style of Edo period poetry. But perhaps the most striking continuity, apart from the remarkable continuity of poetic form and rhythm,17 is the core sensibility of poignancy (aware). In classical Japanese literature, one definition of good poetry is poetry that touches the heart. Celebration and delight, emotions that we may look for in poetry, play a relatively minor role,18 as does the purely imagistic description that we in the West associate with haiku. Longing and absence, rather than fulfilment and pleasure, are at the heart of Japan’s classical love poetry (one of the great poetic categories), and it was only natural that these became the dominant themes also in travel literature, in which the landscape itself evokes the aware of the lonely traveller savouring his longing for home and absent loved ones.19 The anonymous author of A Gift for the Capital, a quintessential medieval travel chronicle, sums up the experience of the literary traveller in the following description:


There were times when I slept alone, blanketed in the wind off the high peaks; times when I woke to waves pounding the rocky shore, sleeves soaked from the wandering traveller’s sorrowing sleep. Times also when I chanced to hear in the grass by my pillow the small cry of insects weakening in the cold, and knew that autumn was at its end; or looking up from yet another bed in some fisherman’s rough hut, knew from the sky that the moon was rising now above a flood tide.20



A lonely bed far from one’s lover, cold winds from the peaks that pierce the traveller’s heart, waves whose salt spray is one with the tears that soak his sleeve, a pillow of grass where autumn insects sing their soft mournful song, moonlight filtering through the roof of some rough dwelling – these are the stuff of poetic imagery, in which feeling and the natural world are one, rather than straightforward realism. Reality may provide such experiences in abundance of course, but whatever the actual journey might entail, it was essentially in poetic terms that literary travellers generally portrayed it.21

Modern readers, for whom the distinction between fact and fiction is of fundamental importance, may be puzzled by the way one merges seamlessly with the other in this writing. One way to understand this is in terms of the role that imaginative projection played in poetic composition, and by extension in writing generally. Japanese lyric poetry (waka) assumes but seldom makes explicit22 a feeling subject at its centre, which is usually best translated as ‘I’. This ‘I’ is by no means always the voice of the poet, however, as it conventionally is in Western lyric poetry. In fact, particularly during the Heian period, it was common to compose poetry to certain set topics (daiei-ka) or to accompany or respond to a painted scene (byōbu-uta) by imaginatively inhabiting the given situation. A topic such as ‘On hearing the cries of the wild geese’, or a screen painting of a lone figure making his way along a mountain path, could elicit a poignant travel poem from a man who had himself never set foot beyond the Capital, and which might in turn be included in his personal poetry collection. A direct connection between lyric poetry and immediate personal experience was never as strong as we assume it to be – even if someone composed his poem as he walked a mountain path, as a later traveller might do, he was in a sense imagining himself as a figure in a scene.23

The greatest pleasure a literary traveller could experience was the pleasure of arriving in person at a place hallowed in poetry. The brief scene in the early Ise Tales in which the man (traditionally identified as the poet Ariwara no Narihira) sends a poem to his beloved from distant Mount Utsu echoes down the centuries in the journals of travellers along the Tōkaidō, who continued to search out the place identified with this scene.24 In fact there is no evidence that Narihira, whose poem it is, ever travelled in the area. His poem uses the name of Mount Utsu purely for its overlap with the word utsutsu (reality), in a kind of word play common in poetry. Many other places visited by the travellers in these pages originally gained their poetic fame in similar ways; it was not the characteristics of the place itself so much as the presence of its name in literature (or sometimes in history) that lent it special power. The term for such place names, and by extension for the places that bore those names, was utamakura (poem-pillow), and their central role in travel literature was one of its defining features.

Place names per se play a remarkably prominent role in this literature, and their constant listing can take on an almost incantatory quality that still seems to carry in it something of the early religious potency associated with places and embodied in their names. Utamakura places were in a sense sites of literary worship in a manner similar to holy places on a pilgrimage route, places where the traveller would pause in awe, perhaps recite the poem or poems associated with the site, and compose a poem in turn, often incorporating some allusive reference to that earlier poetry, almost as a pilgrim will offer up a prayer.25 The much-travelled Tōkaidō highway was particularly dense in utamakura, and few literary travellers failed to pause at these increasingly famous places and to record their visit and its poem, thus adding their offering to the place’s literary accretions. Those who ventured further afield, as later travellers increasingly did, clung to the presence of the occasional utamakura sites in the landscape they travelled through as to a friend from a distant world, that of the cultured literature of the Capital, met with in the wilds of the literary unknown.26

In this and in other ways, literature and participation in the literary tradition lifted the traveller out of the merely personal and quotidian experiences of travel into the exalted company of ‘those of old’ (kojin), who had figuratively and sometimes literally travelled this way before him. Just as a poem was never simply the spontaneous response to its occasion but, importantly, always gained depth by speaking in some way to the larger waka tradition (usually by means of allusion), so increasingly as the centuries passed the literary traveller was always shadowed to some degree by a kind of composite figure of those who had gone before. In this book we can glimpse the evolution of this suprapersonal figure – which might be termed The Traveller – above all through the poetry composed by and about travellers, and follow the ways in which, particularly from the late twelfth-century figure of Saigyō onwards,27 literary travellers increasingly wrote in its voice.

This is not to suggest, of course, that the travellers in these pages were not men and women with their own stories, writing in varying ways from their own lived experience. Rather, the waka sensibility and its great literary tradition gave expressive form and depth to the articulation of individual experience, and often also to that experience itself. A traveller who was moved by an utamakura site, or by seeing far overhead a flight of wild geese in an autumn evening, was moved the more deeply by partaking in an experience shared with so many others, and thereby drawn into the force field of a greater tradition that imbued his or her own insignificant and contingent experience with far richer meaning. In such ways, both the land itself and the experience of those who travelled through it were overlaid with a complex palimpsest of the literary that integrated the two in much the same way that landscape and feeling might merge in poetry.

The waka sensibility and tradition described above – which, it is important to remember, encompassed far more than the theme of travel that is the focus of this book – governs to varying degrees most of the works translated here. We can hear its presence behind the individual voices of Heian works such as Tosa Diary or Sarashina Diary, then witness how it emerges with particular force in the literature of the middle ages, and finally watch the slow evolution within it of a new, more personal and grounded kind of travel writing that evolved with the vogue for linked verse (renga) in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Although the immensely sophisticated communal verse-making of renga identified itself with that elegant waka literary tradition and shared its sensibility, within it lay the seeds of a new and different kind of poetry that leapt to prominence in the seventeenth century – the haikai or light and playful poetry that Bashō in turn reconfigured towards the end of that century for his own profoundly expressive uses.

The last two works included here, Bashō’s first concerted piece of travel writing and the early sections of his final great Narrow Road of Oku, reveal his evolving and complex relationship with the thousand-year-old waka tradition that he both esteemed and worked against, and how he sought to both inhabit and reconfigure the Traveller figure of the great medieval travel chronicles in his own haikai terms, in both his poetry and his prose. The essential continuities with the old travel journals and their sensibility place Bashō firmly within that earlier tradition, yet in both style and substance his travel writing takes its inspiration from the mundane everyday world that was the antithesis of the elegant old courtly world of waka-style writing.

Bashō found ways to take the largely frivolous new haikai sensibility that had by his day replaced the long literary inheritance of earlier times and bring it back into a radically new and profound relationship with the traditions of the past. In this way he produced late in life the final work in the long evolution of travel writing that this book traces. That tradition essentially died with him. Already, the Edo period’s new haikai sensibility was beginning to produce very different travel works,28 full of farcical humour, information and practical advice for the new kinds of travellers from all classes who were taking to the roads. Some of the more educated travellers, schooled in the old waka tradition, continued to write earnest travel journals in the old style, but few have proven worth preserving.

Bashō, never a central figure in the world of haikai verse even in his own day, was largely eclipsed after his death by the more popular haikai styles and their writers, and those who drew on his legacy in later times were no longer inclined to try their hand at travel writing as he had done. He and his writing remain the culmination and in many ways the greatest statement of a tradition that had flowered through a thousand years and produced many fine and moving works, a sample of which are translated here.
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1

Manyōshū

The Manyōshū, Japan’s first extant work of literature,1 is a huge and richly varied poetry collection containing more than 4,500 poems. Details of its compilation and date are unclear, but the last dated poem is from 759 and the compilation is thought to have been completed soon after this. One of the main poets represented, Ōtomo no Yakamochi (?718–85), was almost certainly among its multiple compilers, but the poems were probably gathered and arranged over many decades, and some originated much earlier. The result is a work that reveals the rapid evolution of early Japanese poetry into an accomplished literary form, establishing the lyric waka tradition that carried the Manyōshū’s legacy down the centuries.

Poems of travel abound in the Manyōshū, and give a telling picture of its world. The Manyōshū poems emerged from the seventh and eighth centuries which saw the establishment of the early Japanese state and the rapid development of its culture in the Yamato basin south of present-day Nara. By the time most of the poems were written, the Yamato state (centered on the emperor) had extended its reach eastward to somewhat beyond the present-day Tokyo area,2 as well as north to the Japan Sea coast and as far west as northern Kyushu (Tsukushi), where at Dazaifu it maintained an important stronghold against possible aggression from the continent. There was thus much coming and going, not only of soldiers and officials but increasingly also of men from the provinces bearing tributes (taxes) to the capital. The custom of moving the site of the capital with the death of every emperor also caused considerable upheaval.

The Yamato state was impressively quick to establish roads along the official routes, although in practice they were difficult to maintain and generally provided far from easy travelling. Travellers’ overnight accommodation was almost non-existent, however, and travellers either sought shelter with local people or slept rough – the hardship and loneliness of sleeping on a journey are a pervasive theme in travel poems both in the Manyōshū and later, and gave rise to many of its stock images.3 More locally, the poems suggest considerable coming and going, often over mountains along rough tracks. The frequent mention of the corpses of dead travellers encountered on the road, and the fears and fervent prayers of those left behind, attest to the dangers inherent in travel in this period. This was particularly the case with sea travel, which plays an important role in these poems.4 Although sea journeys were largely confined to the protected Inland Sea, boats were comparatively small and very vulnerable to bad weather and rough waves, and drownings were far from uncommon.

One of the remarkable things about the Manyōshū is its inclusiveness. It presents without distinction poems by emperors and commoners, by courtiers and lowly provincial soldiers, by both women and men in all walks of life. Almost half the poems are anonymous, and many would have been composed and transmitted orally and recorded only later.5 Some of the poems are undoubtedly very old, although secure dating is impossible. The selection found here attempts a possible chronological order, beginning with a poem that was clearly orally transmitted and is probably early.

The compilers used a variety of ordering devices, among which chronology played only an occasional role. Most commonly, poems are categorized by type or theme, the three most important categories being the elegy or lament (banka), poems of relationship (sōmonka) – overwhelmingly love poems – and the general category of miscellaneous poem (zōka). The theme of travel is a pervasive presence in all three categories, and occasionally travel is accorded its own category (kiryo no uta).

The very small selection given here attempts to give a sense not only of chronological developments but of the wide variety of composers, as well as the recurring identification of travel with longing, a theme that continued to resonate strongly down the following centuries. It also provides examples of the frequent borrowings and echoings of image and expression that signal the early evolution of what might be termed a communal poetic tradition.6

Finally, a brief word on the forms of poetry7 found in the Manyōshū. The chōka (long poem), of varying length, and tanka (short poem), of thirty-one syllables, had both become established forms by the age of the Manyōshū, but the chōka form slowly gave way to the tanka during the eighth century and virtually disappeared from Japanese poetry thereafter. It is a syntactically loose flow of usually alternating 5- and 7-syllable phrases generally culminating in a final 7/7 couplet, and particularly in the hands of the great Hitomaro (? – c. 708) its rhythms and momentum made it a deeply expressive poetic form. Because the chōka form is essentially midway between heightened prose and poetry, my translations8 follow the Japanese custom of writing it as a continuous line with spaces demarcating the phrases, and where possible attempt to give a sense of the syntactic flow of one ‘sentence’ into the next. The rhythmic propulsion onward from phrase to phrase allows no real pause, but for ease of understanding I retain a fluid sentence form.

Chōka are often followed by one or two envoys (hanka) in the form of 31-syllable tanka which act as a kind of coda, rephrasing and refining the chōka’s central images and emotional statement. The history of the tanka’s evolution remains unclear,9 but its tendency to more personal lyric expression is evident in the relationship of hanka to chōka, and the dominance it achieved by the end of the Manyōshū period signals the direction Japanese literature would take.

Some of the Manyōshū’s poems are accompanied by a brief headnote (kotobagaki), which might fill in the circumstances of composition or name the assigned topic.10 These kotobagaki, which could occasionally extend to several lines, contain the seeds from which prose travel literature seems to have evolved. (See Map 2)

FROM MANYŌSHŪ

388/8911

Anonymous. The note following this poem states, ‘Wakamiya no Ayumaro recited this poem, but its author is unknown.’ The poem, which has almost the air of a sailor’s song, was probably primarily intended as a kind of invocation of and offering to the local gods for safe passage. It is an example of the oral transmission that would have been common, and of the related importance of recitation. It is specifically categorized as a travel poem.

watatsumi wa  kusushiki mono ka  awajishima  naka ni tate-okite  shiranami o  iyo ni megurashi  i-machi-zuki  akashi no to yu wa  yū sareba  shio o mitashime  ake-sareba  shio o hishimu  shiosai no  nami o kashikomi  awajishima  isogakuri-ite  itsushika mo  kono yo no akemu to  samorau ni  i no nekateneba  taki no ue no  asano no kigishi  akenu to shi  tachi-sawaku rashi  iza kodomo  aete kogi-demu  niwa mo shizukeshi

A travel poem; with tanka.

The sea god must be  a god divinely powerful  to place in its centre  Awaji Island  and to circle Iyo  with white cresting waves  to swell the tide  through Akashi Straits  when evening comes  drawing it back  at daybreak.  Awed by the pounding waves  we seek our shelter  by Awaji’s rocky shore  keeping watch  wondering unsleeping  when the night will end  till above the waterfall  the pheasant in the scrubby brush  declares the daybreak  with his clamorous cry.  Come my fellows  let us dare row out  for the level sea lies calm

Envoy




	shima-tsutai
	As we go rowing



	minume no saki o
	around the cape of Minume



	kogi-mireba
	hard by the island



	yamato koishiku
	longing for Yamato



	tazu sawa ni naku
	cranes flock and cry





3333/34

Anonymous. A poem that in many ways echoes the one above. It is apparently composed from the perspective of the waiting wife, whose husband has undertaken a sea voyage on imperial orders, probably to Tsukushi. The dangers of sea travel prompted fervent prayers and offerings to the gods by both the traveller and those left behind. The style suggests that it is an early poem.

ōkimi no  mikoto kashikomi  akizushima  yamato o sugite  ōtomo no  mitsu no hamabe yu  ōbune ni  makaji shiji-nuki  asanagi ni  kako no koe shitsutsu  yūnagi ni  kaji no oto shitsutsu  yukishi kimi  itsu kimasamu to  ura okite  iwai-wataru ni  tawakoto ka  hito no iitsuru  waga kokoro  tsukushi no yama no  momichiba no  chirite suginu to  kimi ga tadaka o

In duty to his lord  my love has gone  through Yamato and out  from the shores of Mitsu in Ōtomo  setting forth his great boats  with their strong-threaded oars  in the morning calm  the sailors chanting  in the evening calm  the rowlocks creaking  oh he is gone  and when will he come again  I begged to know  with divination offerings to the gods  and ritual purifying  but someone told me  mad though the words may be  that as the autumn leaves  on Tsukushi’s mountains  faithful as my heart  have drifted down and perished  so has the mortal being of my love

Envoy




	tawakoto ka
	Mad they must surely be



	hito no iitsuru
	those words that someone spoke



	tama no o no
	for he promised me



	nagaku to kimi wa
	that we would be together



	iiteshi mono o
	long as the endless jewelled braid





1409

Anonymous, probably eighth century. This poem belongs to the important Elegy category, and is one of a run of poems relating to the dead. The soul was long believed to enter death by travelling along a mountain path, an association of mountains with the realm of the dead that reflected the custom of burying the dead in the mountains.




	akiyama no
	Drawn by the autumn leaves



	momichi aware to
	she has gone



	uraburete
	downcast into the mountain



	irinishi imo wa
	and though I wait



	matedo kimasazu
	she does not come again





85

Attributed to Iwanohime, consort of Emperor Nintoku (early 400s?), and as such among the earliest datable poems in the Manyōshū, although in fact it almost certainly comes from a later time. The fusion of the twin themes of travel and yearning expresses a lyrical mode that remained dominant down the centuries.

A poem composed by Empress Iwanohime in yearning for the Emperor.




	kimi ga yuki
	Long now are the days



	kenagaku narinu
	since you went, my lord.



	yama tazune
	Shall I go into the mountains



	mukae ka yukamu
	in search to meet you?



	machi ni ka matamu
	Or shall I watch and wait?





415

Attributed to Shōtoku Taishi (574–622), the revered early statesman who established the foundations of the modern Japanese state. This poem also belongs to the Elegy category. It is noteworthy that, despite his exalted status, the poet speaks directly in personal imaginative response to the misfortune of an unknown other, a traveller who has died by the roadside.

A poem composed in sorrow when Prince Shōtoku of the Upper Palace was making an excursion to Takahara Well, and saw a dead man lying on Mount Tatsuta.




	ie naraba
	Were he at home



	imo ga te makamu
	his love’s arm would pillow him



	kusamakura
	poor traveller



	tabi ni koyaseru
	fallen on the journey



	kono tabito aware
	grass for pillow





1666

Anonymous. The headnote identifies it with the occasion when Empress Saimei (r. 655–61) made an excursion to mountainous Ki, possibly the imperial excursion of 658. Following the Chinese model, it was usual for members of the entourage to compose poems on imperial excursions. Needless to say, the image of the lone and beleaguered traveller is in this case a conceit.

Composed when the Empress who ruled from the Okamoto Palace made an excursion to the land of Ki.




	asagiri ni
	Drenched clothes



	nurenishi koromo
	undried



	hosazu shite
	from morning’s mist



	hitori ka kimi ga
	do you cross alone



	yamaji koyuramu
	over the mountain path?





17–18

Princess Nukata, mid–late seventh century. Nukata, an impressive early poet, was beloved of Emperor Tenchi and later consort of his brother Emperor Tenmu, and adroitly survived the Jinshin coup of 672 in which she became entangled. Here, she is travelling from the capital in Asuka to what had been Tenchi’s capital at Sasanami in Ōmi,12 a journey of several days. This chōka is an example of the early mode of delighting in one’s native landscape, depicted here like a lover at parting. Expressions such as ‘of the sweet sake’ and ‘pale-earthed’ are conventional epithets (makurakotoba).

umasake  miwa no yama  aoniyoshi  nara no yama no  yama no ma ni  i-kakuru made  michi no kuma  i-tsumoru made ni  tsubara ni mo  mitsutsu yukamu o  shibashiba mo  mi-sakemu yama o  kokoro naku  kumo no  kakusau-beshi ya

Princess Nukata composed this poem when she went down to the land of Ōmi.

Mount Miwa of the sweet sake  till you hide at last  behind the mountains  of pale-earthed Nara  till bend pile upon bend of road  I would gaze my fill on you  I would glimpse you from afar  over and over.  Is it right  these clouds so heartlessly  hide you from me?

Envoy




	miwa yama o
	Why do you hide from me



	shikamo kakusu ka
	lovely Mount Miwa?



	kumo dani mo
	Clouds, you at least



	kokoro arana mo
	should have a heart more feeling



	kakusau-beshi ya
	than to keep it veiled





25

Emperor Tenmu (d. 686). Already plotting the Jinshin coup that would make him emperor, Tenmu (at the time Prince Ōama) renounced his position as crown prince and travelled to Yoshino, ostensibly to become a monk. He would have had much on his mind, as the poem describes. (This is one of two variant texts.)

miyoshino no  mimiga no mine ni  toki naku zo  yuki wa furikeru  ma naku zo  ame wa furikeru  sono yuki no  toki naki ga goto  sono ame no  ma naki ga goto o  kuma ga ochizu  omoitsutsu zo koshi  sono yamamichi o

Composed by the Emperor.

In lovely Yoshino  on Mimiga Peak  snow fell without season  rain fell without cease  and like that timeless snow  like that ceaseless rain  deep in circling thoughts I climbed  bend upon bend  along that mountain path

135/6/7

Kakimoto no Hitomaro (?–c. 708), one of Japan’s finest poets, who infused both the chōka and tanka forms with a new and compelling lyric power. Here, Hitomaro leaves his wife behind as he travels to the capital over the mountains from the remote Japan Sea coast where they lived. The first mountain pass crossed on a journey, the last place from which one’s home was visible, was a key transition point, often marked by a roadside shrine at which to pray for safety on the road. Travellers were traditionally accompanied to this point and then farewelled.

tsuno sawau  iwami no umi no  koto saeku  kara no saki naru  ikuri ni zo  fukamiru ōru  ariso ni zo  tamamo wa ouru  tamamo nasu  nabiki-neshi ko o  fukamiru no  fukamete omoedo  sa-neshi yo wa  ikuda mo arazu  hau tsuta no  wakareshi kureba  kimo mukau  kokoro o itami  omoitsutsu  kaeri-mi suredo  ōbune no  watari no yama no  momichiba no  chiri no magai ni  imo ga sode  saya ni mo miezu  tsuma-gomoru  yakami no yama no  kumoma yori  watarau tsuki no  oshikedomo  kakurai-kureba  amazutau  irihi sashinure  masurao to  omoeru ware mo  shikitae no  koromo no sode wa  tōrite nurenu

At Kara Cape  in the Sea of Iwami  the deep sea miru weed  grows over sea rocks  the jewelled seaweed grows  over the rocky shore  and like that jewelled weed  my girl leaned in to me in sleep  she whom I love deep  as the deep miru weed  yet the nights were few  when we slept thus together  and now I am torn away  like clinging vine  and my heart aches  with thoughts of her  turning to look behind  but the yellow leaves  upon Mount Watari  come fluttering down  and shroud from view  the sleeve she waves to me  the sailing moon  glimpsed among clouds  over Mount Yakami  then hid once more  from my longing sight  and across the heavens  the travelling sun sinks shining.  Strong man  though I thought myself to be  the sleeves of my robe  are soaked with tears

Envoys




	aokoma ga
	So fast



	agaki o hayami
	my grey steed gallops



	kumoi ni zo
	that my love has gone



	imo ga atari o
	far among distant clouds



	sugite kinikeru
	as I come away



	akiyama ni
	Fluttering leaves



	chirau momichiba
	over the autumn mountains



	shimashiku wa
	halt a while



	na chiri-magai so
	your whirling fall



	imo ga atari mimu
	so I might see her still





194 /95

Kakimoto no Hitomaro. This chōka is a lament for the death of Prince Kawashima (d. 691), in the form of an intimate imagining of the intense grief of his consort Princess Hatsusebe (Tenmu’s daughter). Prince Osakabe was Kawashima’s brother. The imagined journey that the mourning wife undertakes evokes the common conviction that the dead still inhabit geographical space.

tobu tori  asuka no kawa no  kamitsuse ni  ouru tamamo wa  shitatsuse ni  nagare-furabau  tamamo nasu  ka yori kaku yori  nabikaishi  tsuma no mikoto no  tatanazuku  nikihada sura o  tsurugi tachi  mi ni soe neneba  nubatama no  yotoko mo aruramu  soko yue ni  nagusame-kanete  kedashiku mo  au ya to omoite  tamadare no  ochi no ōno no  asatsuyu ni  tamamo haizuchi  yūgiri ni  koromo wa nurete  kusamakura  tabine ka mo suru  awanu kimi yue

A poem presented by Kakimoto no Hitomaro to Princess Hatsusebe and Prince Osakabe.

In Asuka River  of the flying birds  the jewelled waterweed  of those upper reaches  twines down to stroke the lower  yet he whom you love  twines no longer  this way and that about you  sinuous as waterweed  that tender flesh no longer  lies like a sword beside you  and through these black nights  your bed lies chill and desolate  so that comfortless  perhaps you go  in hope of meeting him  dragging your jewelled train  through mud and morning dew  on the great plains of Ochi  drenching your robes  in the evening mists  sleeping upon your journey  grass for pillow  in search of him you will not meet again

Envoy




	shikitae no
	My love has gone



	sode kaeshi kimi
	he whose sleeve and mine



	tamatare no
	once lay together, gone



	ochino sugi-yuku
	beyond the plains of Ochi



	mata mo awame ya mo
	and will we ever meet again?





220/1/2

Kakimoto no Hitomaro. This famous poem begins with a typical prefacing passage of ritual praise of a place and its gods. It echoes the theme of the ostensibly much earlier 415 above, but embeds the scene within a rich narrative sweep.

tamamo yoshi  sanuki no kuni wa  kuni kara ka  miredomo akanu  kamu kara ka  kokoda tōtoki  ametsuchi  hitsuki to tomo ni  tari-yukamu  kami no miomo to  tsugi-kitaru  naka no minato yu  fune ukete  waga kogi-kureba  tokitsukaze  kumoi ni fuku ni  oki mireba  toinami tachi  he mireba  shiranami sawaku  isana tori  umi o kashikomi  yuku fune no  kaji hiki-orite  ochikochi no  shima wa ōkedo  naguwashi  samine no shima no  arisomo ni  iorite mireba  nami no oto no  shigeki hamae o  shikitae no  makura ni nashite  aratoko ni  korofusu kimi ga  ie shiraba  yukite mo tsugemu  tsuma shiraba  ki mo towamashi o  tamahoko no  michi dani shirazu  ōoshiku  machi ka kouramu  hashiki tsumara wa

Poem composd by Kakimoto no Hitomaro on seeing a corpse among the rocks on the island of Samine13 in the land of Sanuki; with tanka.

The land of Sanuki  of the jewelled seaweed  by its very nature  untiring to the eye  its gods by their very nature  mightily sacred  known through the ages  as the face of a god  ever more pleasing  in earth and heaven  with the passing days  there in Naka’s bay  we set our ship  and came rowing  when a sudden tide-wind  blew from the heavens.  We looked to seaward  where the curved waves rose high  we looked to shoreward  where the white waves clamoured  and bent our hurrying oars  almost to breaking  from awe at the whale-rich sea.  Of all the many  scattered islands  most finely named  Isle of Samine  there on its wild shore  we built our shelter  and I saw where you lay  tumbled on that rough bed  the wave-loud clamorous shore  spread for pillow.  If I knew your home  I would go there and tell them  if your wife but knew  she would come here seeking.  She will not know even  the lance-straight way to take  but waits in trembling yearning  your beloved wife

Envoys




	tsuma mo araba
	If your wife were here



	tsumite tagemashi
	she would have plucked and fed you



	sami no yama
	these wild asters



	no no e no uwagi
	now withered on the fields



	suginikerazu ya
	of Sami Mountain



	okitsu nami
	You who sleep here



	ki-yosuru ariso o
	taking for your own



	shikitae no
	spread pillow



	makura to makite
	these wild rocks



	naseru kimi ka mo
	where the waves come beating





66

Okisome no Azumahito (dates unknown) was a court poet and a contemporary of Hitomaro. Like poem 1666 above, this is an imperial excursion poem, composed when he accompanied Empress Jitō (r. 690–97) to the palace at Naniwa (here Ōtomo).

A poem at the time the retired Empress made an excursion to the Naniwa palace.




	ōtomo no
	I take for pillow



	takashi no hama no
	a pine tree’s root



	matsu ga ne o
	on the shore of Takashi



	makurakinureba
	in the land of Ōtomo



	ie shi shinowayu
	but my heart yearns for home





67

Takayasu no Ōshima. We know nothing more than the name of this poet.




	tabi ni shite
	Far from home



	mono kōshiki ni
	and haunted by longing



	tazu ga ne mo
	did I not hear



	kikoezu ariseba
	the cries of the cranes



	koite shinamashi
	I might die of sorrow





79

Anonymous. The headnote identifies this poem as depicting the 710 relocation of the capital to Nara, which became its first permanent site. The earlier palace was dismantled, floated downriver, and reconstructed at the new site. (Envoy omitted.)

kimi no  mikoto kashikomi  nikibi ni shi  ie o oki  komoriku no  hatsuse no kawa ni  fune ukete  waga yuku kawa no  kawakuma no  yasokuma ochizu  yorozu tabi  kaeri-mi shitsutsu  tamahoko no  michi yuki-kurashi  aoniyoshi  nara no miyako no  sahogawa ni  i-yuki-itarite  waga netaru  koromo no ue yu  asazukuyo  sayaka ni mireba  tae no ho ni  yoru no shimo furi  iwatoko to  kawa no hikogori  samuki yo o  yasumu koto naku  kayoitsutsu  tsukureru ie ni  chiyo made ni  imase ōkimi yo  ware mo kayowamu

Another book states that this poem is of the time when the capital was moved from Fujiwara to Nara.

In awed obedience  to our lord’s command  leaving behind  our loved familiar homes  we set our boats  upon the spirit-dwelling  River Hase  and as we sailed  at every river bend  each of those eighty river bends  we turned back to gaze  travelling the lance-straight road  until we came at last  to Saho River  in the capital  of pale-earthed Nara  and above the robes  blanketing us by night  we saw the dawn’s clear moon  while in its light  night’s frost  lay white as whitest cloth  the river frozen  like a sheet of stone  so cold the nights  and yet unresting  coming and going we  have built that mansion.  Oh my lord  reign there a thousand ages  and we will come to you as long

265

Naga no Okimaro (dates unknown). Roughly contemporary with Hitomaro. This poem established Sano Crossing as an important utamakura for later generations, although its location was in fact unclear.




	kurushiku mo
	A cruel rain



	furi-kuru ame ka
	beats down on me



	miwa no saki
	and at Sano Crossing



	sano no watari ni
	by Miwa Cape



	ie mo aranaku ni
	there is no house for shelter





273

Takechi no Kurohito (active late seventh to early eighth century), a court poet known particularly for the set of eight travel poems of which this is the first. This poem evokes the thronging birdlife once found in Lake Biwa (here called a sea). It is a relatively rare descriptive poem uncomplicated by any overt subjective element, although the image of abundance links it to the old land-praising tradition which by implication is praise of the ruler.

One of eight travel poems by Takechi no Kurohito.




	iso no saki
	As we go rowing



	kogi-tami yukeba
	around the rocky cape



	ōmi no umi
	in Ōmi’s sea



	yaso no minato ni
	each of its eighty inlets



	tazu sawa ni naku
	is thronged with crying cranes





449

Ōtomo no Tabito (665–731). Tabito was head of the great Ōtomo clan, and spent his late career as governor of Dazaifu, where he encouraged poetry among subordinates and held influential poetry gatherings. Here he laments his wife’s death in Dazaifu.




	imo to koshi
	With my love I came



	mimune no saki o
	to Mimune Cape



	kaerusa ni
	returning now alone



	hitori shi mireba
	again I see it



	namida-gumashi mo
	and my eyes fill with tears





351

Sami Mansei (active early eighth century). Mansei took the tonsure in 721, and is known by his Buddhist name. He was part of Ōtomo no Tabito’s poetic circle. This poem is one of the most frequently quoted poems in classical poetry and plays a key role in later travel poetry, although it was better known in a later variant form. It is a rare example of a Manyōshū poem that expresses a specifically Buddhist sensibility.14




	yo no naka o
	To what shall I compare



	nani ni tatoemu
	this world?



	asabiraki
	It is like a boat at daybreak



	kogi-inishi fune no
	rowing away and gone



	ato naki ga goto
	leaving no trace





366/67

Kasa no Kanamura (active 715–33), a court poet in the early decades of the Nara period. The poem depicts a sea voyage off the distant Japan Sea coast, undertaken on official business. Replete with makurakotoba, the poem weaves elegant variations on many themes found in the early poetry of sea travel.15 The image of local ‘fisher girls’ burning salt in kilns on the beach long continued to be a common trope in classical travel poetry.

koshi no umi no  tsunoga no hama yu  ōbune ni  makaji nuki-oroshi  isana tori  umiji ni idete  aekitsutsu  waga kogi-yukeba  masurao no  tayui ga ura ni  ama otome  shio yaku keburi  kusamakura  tabi ni shi areba  hitori shite  miru shirushi nami  watatsumi no  te ni makashitaru  tama tasuki  kakete shinoitsu  yamato shimane o

A poem by Kasa no Asomi Kanamura when he took ship at the port of Tsunoga; with tanka.

From Tsunoga  in Koshi’s Sea  we set forth the great boat





	koshi no umi no
	In Koshi’s Sea



	tayui ga ura o
	here on this journey



	tabi ni shite
	at Tayui Bay



	mireba tomoshimi
	gazing on all this beauty



	yamato shinoitsu
	I longed for Yamato





1747/8









	waga yuki wa
	Surely our journey



	nanuka wa sugiji
	will not be more than seven days



	tatsutahiko
	oh god of Tatsuta



	yume kono hana o
	do not let the winds



	kaze ni na chirashi
	scatter these blossoms





1681





	okure-ite
	Left behind



	wa ga koi-oreba
	I wait in longing



	shirakumo no
	while perhaps today



	tanabiku yama o
	you cross those mountains



	kyō ka koyuramu
	where white clouds trail





3132





	na iki so to
	Going, I look back



	kaeri mo ku ya to
	hoping perhaps to see her



	kaeri-mi ni
	turning, begging Do not go



	yukedo kaerazu
	but she does not come again



	michi no nagate o
	down the long road I travel
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	hashiki ya shi
	Wretched now



	shika aru koi ni mo
	at last I understand



	arishi ka mo
	how much I loved you



	kimi ni okurete
	now that I travel on



	koishiki omoeba
	thinking of you behind me
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	tabi no yo no
	So many nights



	hisashiku nareba
	spent on the journey



	sani tsurau
	how I yearn now



	himo toki-sakeba
	thinking how long since my hands



	kouru kono koro
	loosened her crimson undersash
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	wagimoko shi
	It seems my love



	a o shinou rashi
	must be yearning for me



	kusamakura
	for as I slept, grass for pillow,



	tabi no marone ni
	the knot of my undersash



	shitabimo tokenu
	somehow grew loose
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	izari suru
	As steadily, as surely



	ama no kaji-oto
	as the steady sound of oars



	yukuraku ni
	in the rowing fishing boats



	imo wa kokoro ni
	so surely, steadily my love



	norinikeru ka mo
	rides in my heart
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	muko no ura no
	Once nestled close



	irie no sudori
	as sea birds on the strand



	hagukumoru
	of Muko Inlet



	kimi o hanarete
	now you and I are parted



	koi ni shinu beshi
	and I die of yearning love
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	tabi ni aredo
	Though travelling



	yoru wa hi tomoshi
	by night I sit



	oru ware o
	warmed by the fire’s light



	yami ni ya imo ga
	while alone in darkness



	koitsutsu aruramu
	my love will be pining
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	amakumo no
	Wandering



	tayutai-kureba
	like the shifting clouds



	nagatsuki no
	at last I come



	momichi no yama mo
	to find the autumn leaves



	utsuroinikeri
	have drifted yellow on the mountains
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	mizutori no
	As the water bird



	tachi no isogi ni
	takes sudden flight I came



	chichi haha ni
	away without a word



	mono hazu kenite
	to my father and mother



	ima zo kuyashiki
	and now I am sorry for it



	
	Utobe no Ushimaro
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	tochi haha e
	Oh father, mother



	iwaite matane
	wait and pray for me



	tsukushi naru
	till I take from the deep



	mizuku shiratama
	its white brine-steeped pearls



	torite ku made ni
	and bring them home from Tsukushi



	
	Ōtomo no Yakamochi
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	waro tabi wa
	This journey of mine



	tabi to omoedo
	I know must be my journey



	ii ni shite
	yet how I love her



	komechi yasuramu
	my wife who stays at home



	waga mi kanashi mo
	haggard with child and waiting



	
	Tamatsukuribe no Hirome
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	ie ni shite
	Rather than stay



	koitsutsu arazu wa
	pining for you at home



	na ga hakeru
	I wish I could be



	tachi ni narite mo
	the long sword hanging at your waist



	iwaite shi kamo
	to keep you safe from harm



	
	The father of Sakabe no Omiminaka
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	tabikoromo
	Though I sleep wrapped



	yaeki kasanete
	deep in many layers



	inoredomo
	of traveller’s cloak



	nao hada samushi
	how cold my skin



	imo ni shi araneba
	that cannot feel my love beside me



	
	Tamatsukuribe no Kunioshi
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	michi no e no
	I must go



	umara no ure ni
	torn from your twining arms



	hao mame no
	like the winding bean



	karamaru kimi o
	clinging to the thorny briar



	hakare ka yukamu
	that grows beside the path



	
	Hasebe no Tori
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	tabi to edo
	Journey they call it



	matabi ni narinu
	but now how real that journey is



	ie no mo ga
	for the cloak that she



	kiseshi koromo ni
	wrapped about me when I left



	aka tsukinikari
	is soiled with the long road’s dirt



	
	Urabe no Mushimaro
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	ie omou to
	Thinking of home



	i o nezu oreba
	I lie here wakeful



	tazu ga naku
	the reedy shore



	ashie mo miezu
	where cranes gather calling



	haru no kasumi ni
	unseen in spring mist



	
	Ōtomo no Yakamochi
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