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Introduction

Hirata Toshiko (b. 1955) is one of Japan’s most celebrated contemporary poets. She writes
not only free style poetry, but also haiku poetry, plays, short stories and essays.

Hirata was brought up in a number of areas of Western Japan included Shimane, Tottori and
Yamaguchi, and graduated from Ritsumeikan University’s College of Letters. She began writing
poetry during high school and was awarded the 1983 Shichosha New Poet’s Award. The following
year, her first collection Rakkyo no ongaeshi (Rakkyo Onions Return the Favour) published by
Shichosha was shortlisted for the Mr. H Award from Japan Poets Association and the Hanatsubaki
Award for Contemporary Poetry. Her second collection Atoranteisu wa mizukusai (Watery Atlantis
is So Reserved!), published by Shoshi Yamada in 1987, was shortlisted for the 18th Takami Jun
Award.

She moved to Tokyo in 1990, where she published her third collection Yogoto futoru onna
(The Woman who Fattens Every Night) in 1991 through Shichosha. Her fourth collection (O)moroi
fufu (The Amusing Yet Fragile Couple) published by Shichosha in 1993 was shortlisted for the
Hagiwara Sakutard Poetry Award. Her fifth collection Taminaru (Terminal), published by
Shichosha in 1997, was nominated for the 28th Takami Jun Award. Although that nomination was
unsuccessful, the following year in 1998, Taminaru was awarded the Bansui Prize. In 2001, Hirata
was again shortlisted for the Takami Jun Award for the third time for Tegami, nochi ame (Letters,
Later Rain, 2000) published by Shichosha.

From the late 1990s, Hirata became active in theatre and started to write plays, including
Gamu Nisan (Big Brother Gamu, 1996), Chimamire Non-chan (Blood Covered Non-chan, 1998)
and Remon (Lemon, 2004). Remon was nominated for the 2004 Kishida Prize for Drama.

As all these awards and nominations demonstrate, Hirata has achieved great success as a poet.
However, this early success sometimes created its own problems. When Hirata was shortlisted for
the 31st Takami Jun Award, she received a very damning review, which argued that she was
successful “only because her name was so well-known” from a respected male critic.* This almost
caused Hirata to decide to give up writing poetry. However, fortuitously, it was at that very time in
2002, that she received an offer from Shicho-sha to produce a monthly poem for their poetry journal,
Gendaishi techs (Contemporary Poetry Journal).® She took up the offer and her collection Shi-

4 From the dialogue style article between Hirata Toshiko and Ito Hiromi, “Shi no aru jinsei (Life with poetry): Ito Hiromi x Hirata
Toshiko”, Gendaishi-techd, vol.47 issue 9 (2004), pp.10-23 (p.17).
® The details are explained in “Afterword” of Shi-nanoka (pp. 106-109).



nanoka (Is it poetry?: A Poem on the Seventh Day), which gathers together these poems, was
awarded the 12th annual Hagiwara Sakutard prize in 2004.

The three poems included in this Working Paper are all taken from Shi-nanoka (Is it poetry?:
A Poem on the Seventh Day, Tokyo: Shichasha, 2004). Hirata decided to make the seventh day of
every month into ‘poetry writing day’ and this collection gathers together two years worth of those
monthly poems.® The first poem of the collection is entitled “Ichigatsu Nanoka” (The Seventh Day
of the First Month), and the titles progress through “Nigatsu Nanoka” (The Seventh Day of the
Second Month) and “Sangatsu Nanoka” (The Seventh Day of the Third Month), and so on. Even
after she passes the Twelfth Month, she continues with “Jiisangatsu Nanoka” (The Seventh Day of
the Thirteenth Month) and “Jishigatsu Nanoka” (The Seventh Day of the Fourteenth Month),
ending finally with “Nijashigatsu Nanoka” (The Seventh Day of the Twenty-Fourth Month).

Hirata is famous for her use of wordplay and layering of meaning. The collection title Shi-
nanoka provides a good example of this. In Japanese, this title ‘5Ft H” (shi-nanoka, “A Poem on
the Seventh Day” ) can also be a question ‘&#72 72> (shi nano ka?, “Is it poetry?”). This is a
rhetorical question directed at herself, as she tries to re-assess what a poem really is or should be,
not only in terms of each individual poem, but also in the sense of poetry as a whole. Although
Hirata kept asking herself this question, in the end she found that what she had created was nothing
but poetry. The phrase ‘F#72 ™ 7> (shi nano ka, “It is indeed poetry”) then adds a further layer of

complexity, as it can also be used as the answer to that rhetorical question, conveying her realisation
that this is in fact ‘poetry’.

A number of translations have been used by other translators, who have translated this
problematic title of the collection as Poetry Day Seven or Seven Days of Poetry.” However, we have
chosen to use Is It Poetry?: A Poem on the Seventh Day in an attempt to carry both layers of
meaning.

Another example of Hirata’s love of wordplay is demonstrated in her use of the word
“michiyuki” in “The Seventh Day of the Twenty-Fourth Month”. The first layer is used for a man’s
name, “Michiyuki”. A second layer adds the sense of “michiyuki” as a simple “journey”. A final
layer conveys the journey taken by star-crossed lovers forced to walk a path to suicide and death. It

is difficult to convey these layers in the English translation. If the translation fails to convey the

® Hirata, Toshiko. “Afterword”, Shi-nanoka (p.108).

" Hiroaki Sato uses Poetry Day Seven, in bibliographic notes that accompany his translations in the online How2 Journal, published
by the Piper Centre for Creative Writing at Arizona State University.
(https://www.asu.edu/pipercwcenter/how2journal/archive/online_archive/v2_3_2005/current/translation/toshiko.htm, accessed May
20, 2015). The J’Lit Books from Japan website uses Seven Days of Poetry, for their authorial entry on Hirata Toshiko.
(http://www.booksfromjapan.jp/authors/item/602-toshiko-hirata, accessed May 20, 2015)


https://www.asu.edu/pipercwcenter/how2journal/archive/online_archive/v2_3_2005/current/translation/toshiko.htm�
http://www.booksfromjapan.jp/authors/item/602-toshiko-hirata�

cultural connotations of ‘michiyuki’ as this star-crossed lovers journey to death, then the question
“What on earth were their parents thinking giving them a name like that?” has no impact.

In our translation, we have tried to embed all these connotations, firstly by including both the
romanised Japanese name and the English translation in line 20: “l knew two people called
Michiyuki or “‘Journey’”. And then also; by including the explanatory phrase, a “love journey to
death” in line 34: “That’s right, me, I’ve been asked to join a michiyuki love journey to death”. If
we fail to evoke the sense of impending death that is associated with the term ‘michiyuki’, then the
death depicted in the final two lines makes little sense.

“There will now be some death, please take care’
“There will now be no death, please take care’

“The Seventh Day of the Twenty-Fourth Month” provides another example of her skilful

wordplay and her ability to work with the rhythm of the words in her poetry. For example,

Todie? Nottodie? Shinu ka  shinanu ka

Notto die? Todie? Shinanu ka  shinu ka
Another good example is Hirata’s use of the onomatopoeic repetition “paku-paku” of the goldfish’s
mouth “popping open and shut” as the water in the basin is swashed around by the motion of the

bus. This allows the reader to start to feel the rocking sway of the bus. Similarly, the repetition of:

Man Station Otoko-eki
Woman Station Onna-eki
Man Station Otoko-eki
Woman Station Onna-eki

is reminiscent of the clanging bump of a rocking train.

Hirata’s self-deprecating sense of humour and the surreal flavour of her work are apparent in
both “The Seventh Day of the First Month” and “The Seventh Day of the Twenty-Fourth Month”.
Surrealism lies concealed in the everyday, as for example, in the train announcements, ““There will
now be some bumpiness, please take care’” which changes to ““There will now be some vomiting,
please take care’” and to the final lines;

“There will now be no bumpiness, please take care’

“There will now be some death, please take care’

“There will now be no death, please take care’
It is through the repetition of just such warnings that we all must progress through life’s journey.
Another example is the final surrealist punch line of “The Seventh Day of the First Month” which

reads “All unnoticed, the passengers are dog’s torsos”.



The sense of discomfort, disconnect from and even active dislike of what it is to be a woman
that appears in “The Seventh Day of the First Month” is another characteristic of Hirata’s poetry.
Her deconstruction of what it is to be a woman is closely tied to the complicated personal
relationships within her family, particularly with her parents. This side of her work can be seen in

her mother-daughter relationship poem, “The Seventh Day of the Thirteenth Month”.
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The Seventh of the First Month

I’ll go on a journey

I’ll go on a journey just to write poetry

I’d made my decision, but I failed from the very first step
It’s early evening on the Marunouchi line

I sit without a shred of guilt

Hanging adverts from woman’s magazines

The pink horizontal letters catch my eye

They mean nothing to me

Staring at them

| feel I’ve become a man

I’ll become a man then

If it’s so hard to leave on a journey

I’ll become a man just so | can write poetry

Just as | decided, | heard a delicate voice

‘I was so lonely | bought a dog’s torso’

So that’s it when they’re lonely women buy torsos
then they embrace the torso they’ve bought when they sleep
a torso = the soft clay trunk of the body independent of the neck or limbs (Kgjien dictionary)
So buying a thing like that gives them pleasure!

Men’s bodies women’s bodies

The Marunouchi line carries all equally

But how each body feels the rocking

Is individual

Is subtly different
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Man Station

Woman Station

Man Station

Woman Station

The train stops in turn
Man Station

Woman Station

Man Station

Woman Station

The carriages gradually become tinged with red
Man Station

Woman Station

Man Station

Woman Station

All unnoticed, the passengers are dog’s torsos
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The Seventh of the Thirteenth Month

I go to buy makeup
For a woman a few years over seventy
Liquid foundation

To hide her wrinkles and blemishes

When | first met her

She was only in her twenties
Rather unhappily married
Changing her baby’s nappy

With a grumpy face

Even in her thirties
She didn’t look happy
Clank, clack, clank, her foot to the sewing pedal

Endlessly producing weird things

In her forties, this woman

Secretly read her daughter’s diary

Opened letters addressed to her daughter without asking
Placed a curse on her daughter to stop her ever being happy
The curse was so effective

Her daughter suffered terrible headaches day after day

I know nothing of her fifties

Because | moved far from home
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I know nothing of her sixties either

Because | never once went home

Meeting up with her after more than twenty years
She was a few years over seventy

Less a mother and more an old woman

I was a bit shocked

Because 1’d never thought about the day

When my own mother would become an old woman

Now in my forties, |
Read the shopping lists she’s written
Open the bills addressed to her without asking

Then make the payments

I go to buy makeup
For this woman over seventy
Though I still haven’t forgiven

Her for her forties

The liquid foundation

Beautifully hides her wrinkles and blemishes
Maybe I’m using it

To try and hide

My inner self
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The Seventh of the Twenty-Fourth Month

“There will now be some bumpiness, please take care’
The calm voice swam through the bus

That will be a problem, driver

I’m holding a washing basin

In the basin is a goldfish

If the bus sways, drawing the water along

The goldfish will jump out

“There will now be some bumpiness, please take care’
It’s you making it bumpy

Or is it the bus doing it?

We have an injection for flu prevention

Is there any injection to prevent bumpiness?

To tell the truth I suffer from motion sickness

“There will now be some vomiting, please take care’

I don’t have anything like those sick bags

Though I do have a washing basin

But because it has a goldfish swimming in it, | can’t use that
A goldfish covered in spew

You don’t want see that, do you?
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I knew two people called Michiyuki or ‘Journey’

One was a young teacher at my primary school

The other was a senior in my writing club at high school

What on earth were their parents thinking giving them a name like that?
I wonder whether either of them actually went on a journey.

No, they probably didn’t

Children don’t tend to follow their parents expectations

Do they?

This goldfish is called Michiyuki too, you know.
Look, his mouth is popping open and shut
What’s he saying, do you think?

To die? Not to die?

Not to die? To die?

That’s what it sounds like to me

That’s right, me, I’ve been asked to join a michiyuki love journey to death

“There will now be some bumpiness, please take care’
The goldfish leaps out of the washing basin

I leap out of the bus window

Can this be called a love journey to death too?

The cause of death is excessive bruising

To die? Not to die?

Not to die? To die?

What an energetic michiyuki!

“There will now be no bumpiness, please take care’
“There will now be some death, please take care’

“There will now be no death, please take care’



Translators’ Notes for ‘“The Seventh of the Twenty-Fourth Month’

Michiyuki: In Japanese the word ‘Michiyuki’ means both a simple journey and the suicidal journey
to death taken by star-crossed lovers, so often portrayed in Jooruri and Kabuki Theatre. Hirata
plays with the layered meaning of this word, using it as both a boy’s name and just such a suicidal
journey.
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