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Ishigaki Rin has a well-known poem titled “The Nameplate”:
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1 The original of this paper is from Mizuta Noriko, “Ie to tokai no kanata:
Ishigaki Rin to  Shiraishi Kazuko no shi ( rgr#meons—
wiEY Ak aEd o oss ) in Nijusseiki no josei hysgen: Jenda bunka no gaibu
e (Fottfeoki®RE-— =¥ —3fkostir~] ). Tokyo: Gakugei shorin, 2003:
266-308. Professor Mizuta gave us permission to translate this essay into English
and to include it in our proceedings. The essay we have translated is a revised
version of the talk she gave us during the Purdue Conference held in 2002.
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It is imperative that | put my nameplate by myself
On the door of the place where 1 live.

It is always terrible when someone else places my nameplate
At the entrance of the place where I lodge.

When | was hospitalized
My nameplate at the entrance of my room read: Ms. Ishigaki Rin.
“Ms.” was added to my name.

When | stay at an inn

No nameplate will be put outside of my room.

But soon I will enter into a crematory

And a nameplate will be placed above its closed door:
It will read Ishigaki Rin, Esqg.

How can | refuse such a plate at that moment?

Neither “Ms.” nor “Esq.”
Should be added to my name.

It is imperative that | put my nameplate by myself
On the door of the place where 1 live.

I should also not let someone else place for me
The nameplate for the place where my soul is.

A plate that simply reads Ishigaki Rin
Is the best one.

This poem is highly acclaimed, to the extent that some critics even
insist that Ishigaki Rin was born to compose this very poem. She wrote it
in 1968 when she was forty-eight. Her second poetry anthology,
including this one, was published in the same year (titled Nameplate and
Other Poems) and allowed her to become one of the most well
recognized contemporary poets.

It is often said that the last four lines articulate the poem’s theme:
The poet declares that her spiritual identity should not be articulated by
others; instead, she should be the one who decides and expresses her own
identity, which defines her as a simple self with no socialized or
honorific titles. Home, hospital, and crematorium are used as metaphors
that indicate the concreteness of the place where her soul may be lodged.
The hospital and crematorium are examples of the “terrible” places
where someone else chooses and positions her nameplate, while in “the
place where she lives” her everyday life, she herself sets her nameplate; it
is a place of her own and a metaphorical space where her soul resides.
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This simple and articulate poem fully displays the poet’s clean and
firm attitude towards life (she lives with her simple and naked self) and
her strong individuality (she does not pretend to be someone other than
her natural self). She insisted on her “female” individuality in the sense
that women often live with no title and no respect from society, and
rarely have a chance to display their own nameplates at the doors of their
houses.

However, Ishigaki later confessed that she hesitated to choose “mo”
over “wa” to topicalize the “place of her soul” in the final lines of the
above poem. Her hesitation is indicative of the concrete nature of the
place in which her self lives; that is to say that her “home” is not just a
simple metaphor for her “soul.” The place referred to in the lines, “I
should also not let someone else place for me/ the nameplate for the place
where my soul is,” is chosen as another example of a possible space she
may be in, similar to other spaces such as home, hospital, and crematory.
An explanatory word choice here (lit. “also the place where my
mind/spirit exists”) sounds almost a redundant addition to the poem’s
message on the aforementioned places: The use of “mo (also)” indeed
helps the lines justify their own significance.

“The Nameplate” marks the beginning of Ishigaki’s name
recognition as a professional poet, but it is not the first poem she
composed; rather, it demonstrates one of the conclusions of her poetic
enterprise. Ishigaki Rin was born in 1920. At the age of fifteen, she
started to work after graduating from a higher elementary school. She
worked for the Industrial Bank of Japan for 40 years; at 55, she reached
the age limit and retired. She was 25 when WWII ended. She continued
working before, during, and after the war, witnessing, in particular,
Japan’s post-war economic recovery and its high growth as a lowest level
white-collar worker—who suffered discrimination in wages based on her
gender, along with discrimination against those who lacked academic
qualifications.

When asked why she had decided to work young as a daughter
whose parents “were able to make a living without asking their child to
earn additional money for the family,” Ishigaki answered that she had
wanted to escape from her home and to become independent. Her own
mother died when Ishigaki was four. Her first and second stepmothers
also died while she was growing up. At the time she graduated her
school, she had a third stepmother, together with her own younger
brother and a younger stepbrother to look after. What she wanted to
“escape from” was this particular family environment. She mentions that
she could not have helped smiling when she was given her first monthly
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pay envelope (“Invitation to a Disappearance from Home,” in | Have
Pots, Pans, and Burning Flame in Front of Me).

Her dream of becoming an independent working woman free from
family duties never came true until she finally purchased a modest one-
bedroom condo at the age of fifty and retired at the age limit of fifty-five.
She did not have enough personal free time because of her work for the
bank, while she continued to spend all her humble earnings to support
her family.

Poems included in her first poetry anthology (I Have Pots, Pans, and
Burning Flame in Front of Me) all deal with topics related to blood
relations, family, home, everyday life, and work. Here, home is not a
metaphor for something, but reality and life itself, and thereby it is also a
motivation for her poetry, a source of imagination and poetic energy; it is
the background, and at the same time, the main theme of her poems. To
use a philosophical term, home is this poet’s existential space and
ontological condition, and in sum, her existence itself. It is in this sense
that Ishigaki refers to the “place where she lives.”

The “home” for Ishigaki is not the pre-war institution of the
Japanese home, which deprived women of their human rights. She
escaped the old pre-war home when she was fifteen. However, after
WWII when Japanese women started to enjoy legal freedom from the
prewar household system, Ishigaki was forced to return, and was again
bound to her home. Before the war, men were legally responsible to act
as breadwinners for their homes, and women had to choose either
independence or motherhood and either work or home. When freed from
the limited choices that legally conditioned pre-war women under the
imperial constitution, Ishigaki ironically fell into the new trap that
burdened her with a double responsibility: She was the sole breadwinner
of her family and its single caretaker; her family and home thus
suffocated her

She was not only bound to her blood relations. Her own father was
paralyzed at the time the poem was written and depended on his fourth
wife’s assistance. However, he attempted to function although he could
barely move beyond crawling. As for his wife, she emotionlessly cared
for her invalid husband and financially depended on her stepdaughter
with no hesitation. Ishigaki senses “how disgusting a married couple can
become: I just need to turn my face away from some of these couples.”
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A father, aged and paralyzed,
Still moves around, being led by his wife’s hand (“A Couple™)

Ishigaki witnessed and observed throughout the process of growing
up—from an infant to a woman via an adolescent girl—how her
stepmothers took advantage of the authority of legally married women
and, in turn, how much her father depended on them. When her
grandmother pitied her and said “poor little one who has no real mother,”
she rather felt her unluckiness had provided her with rich experience. The
foundation of her poetic imaginings was that sensibility cultured by her
empirical knowledge. In her poem entitled “Home,” she articulately
pictures the place called home as a space dominated by a disgustingly
shameless intimacy between man and woman, a space where the
management of daily life is collusively mixed up with sexuality. Her
modest monthly earning alone barely supports her family, which includes
her jobless younger brother, her retarded younger stepbrother, her half-
paralyzed father, and her chronically ill stepmother; the space is
furthermore permeated by the smell of the old couple’s sexuality:
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I get off from the El train at Gotanda station.

Oh my! Why do | get off here?

| feel like that every time | get off here.

As always, | will transfer to the Ikegami Line,

Get off at Ebara Nakanobe station,

Then walk back home along the street | always take.

The familiar alley street,

The familiar kitchen of my house,

Through the back of my house, | come to the familiar entrance door.
Here,

What on earth is this place?

This is my home, you know?

Home? What is it?

What is it to have a home?

That is the question.

Where my father, a half of whose body is paralyzed,

Is overly depending upon his fourth wife,

Is my unbearable home.

Home is where my jobless younger brother, my retarded younger step-brother
and | live together.

Just like the central pillar of a house that is ready to break;
My back is burdened by the weight of my home.
My withered breasts are ready to fall like plaster from the wall. [abbreviated]

This home

Irritates me;

It makes me turn my face away.

This obscenity called love disgusts me;

I have to hold my nose,

Every time | go to this awfully smelly toilet
That is found in any old Japanese house.

It is so tiring.
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| feel awful because of this.
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A toilet stool

A small toilet stool at home.

What a smell underneath it!

The degree of intimacy displayed by my father and my step-mother
Makes me pinch my nose

As their uncleanliness seems to penetrate my body.

A family of five, including two more younger brothers of mine,
Share the single toilet stool.

These days | feel

Ashamed of squatting upon it.

I hate it! | hate it! | hate this home!

Another consistent theme in Ishigaki’s early poems is the topic of
work. She mentions that from her younger days she wrote free verse
poems, tanka, and haiku poems in a self-taught manner. Her poetry
composition continued while she was working. Her life as a working
woman was the foundation of her poetic creativity and led her to the
realm deeper than daily reality, a realm from which her poems were born.
She did not desire to become a professional poet, and at the same time
she resisted being classified as a “working class” poet. However, she was
very aware that her home and her workplace were the spaces where she
belonged and from which her poems were created.

My workshop provided me with salary and other things. However, |
gave a lot of time and energy in order to receive those from my job.
The reason for which | refer to this matter of factly is that | want to
indicate my slight resistance to the expression of a working class poet
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born out of her workshop. I don’t think that one’s workshop and her job
have such room as to transform her into a poet while she continues to
work. I don’t believe that these amateur poets’ group activity in their
workshops that we often see today will be a productive resource to
create truly mature poets. [abbreviated]

Also, | feel somewhat embarrassed to see these workshop writers
convincing themselves and labeling themselves as poets. Is it true that
one needs a conscious identity as a poet? As long as one has a
workman identity, can’t she write poems without identifying herself as
a poet? Thinking of the fine line between self-consciousness and self-
importance, and hearing those who claim that anyone can write poems
and that they call themselves poets just because they already wrote
something, | feel like | would be happier to be called a professional
working woman rather than a poet. It is of course best for this opinion
of mine to be voted down just like a single opposition vote is rejected
in a union meeting. (“Poems with Ideological Positions Attached,” in
Ishigaki Rin shishi, Shichasha)

Ishigaki’s poems are founded on her emotions and reflections as a
working-class woman, but here she does not criticize society or her own
work place because her life is supported by the salary from those sources.
See her poem entitled “A Monthly Payment Envelope:
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Twenty centimeters long,
Fourteen centimeter wide,
That reddish brown envelope I receive once a month on payday.

With its thickness that balances the weight of my monthly labor,
This counterweight of several bills of different notes and some coins
Gives my life a good sense of equilibrium.

That paper envelope is so convenient that

I keep opening it and closing it from the time I have received it,
Just like my life that is visited by day and night alternately.
When I take an old bill out of it

I happen to see the blue sky of that day pop open above my head.
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All these shops in town line up one after another,

And all of their fronts appear to be

Piling up an overflowing number of products.

But in fact, they are money placed in a transparent safe;

Fresh eggs,

Red apples,

And also a pile of fresh sardine just coming out of the sea

Are watched by someone,

Who is ready to punish even the hand of an infant who carelessly stretches
towards them.

The streets are always echoed by

The sound of footsteps similar to those by a night watchman who walks along the
bank’s corridors.

There, out of my monthly salary envelope

I take another bill.

Its face value should fit the keyhole

So that it will successfully allow that transparent safe to be opened.
Additionally allowing the seller’s mouth to be wide opened with a grin.

As I am violently jolted by a crowded train everyday,
These bills of mine become sloppier day by day
And they end up as withered as their owner.

After I take out the last coin from the envelope

And when I am ready to throw it away

1 give the last careful peek into it to make sure that nothing rests there,
Then I realize that all of them are there.

Twelve worn out tatami mats are placed there.

My aged parents and my little brothers peer out of the envelope
And ask me,

“Well, please don’t forget to go to work tomorrow.”

So, how can I throw away

This tiny envelope, which is covered

By a tin fragile roof that would have been knocked off with your little finger,
And little ends of carrots and fish bones would spill out of its kitchen.

My salary envelope is not magic or trick.

But where have gone all these days and months of labor I have poured away?
Every time I feel like looking for the whereabouts of my lost days

I find my envelope empty, with the last single bill

That drops on my hand.

This poem portrays the woman in Ishigaki through an in-depth
observation of her life and indicates the fearful obscurity intrinsic to her
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existential reality, which was generally shared by post-WW!II Japanese
women. Indeed, her poems reveal something horrifying.

Simply, I have lived, worked and written a little. That’s all it is.

Maybe because of that, I am afraid | cannot get out of this habit of
being able to write only when | am working. Furthermore, | am
wondering whether | think with my mind or | sense and think with my
hands and feet.

| cannot answer this question, as my hands and feet remain silent.
Anyway, my poems express my inner rhythm, a parade of my thoughts,
an ingenious approach to my everyday life, a form of my prayer, and
my original method of having another daily language. They form my
awkward but best possible way of communication with others, trying to
convey my messages in the manner of a mute child who struggles to
say things that are hard for him to enunciate. (“To Write Poems and To
Live,” same as the previous quote)

Ishigaki mentioned that she was glad not to be born a man because
she was not forced to become self-important. She also said that work as a
woman was for her everyday life and not for promotion, authority,
power, or the search for wealth. Her poems were composed on the basis
of these understandings. In the context of post-WWII women’s
liberation, her insistence on the above understanding of women and their
work allowed her to develop in her poems profound philosophical
implications dealing with women’s issues, and to delineate the harsh
reality that conditions women’s lives today.

Her poem, “The Nameplate,” marks the point she had reached in the
long process of her search for identity as a woman. At fifteen, she ran
away from her home and started to work in search for her independence.
In her twenties, she started to support her parents. She never married or
had a family or any child of her own. “The Nameplate” shows the
conclusion to the type of life she had thus lived. It points to the woman’s
space which the girl in Ishigaki had finally reached, after having
consistently refused to be labeled, named, or transformed into a
stereotyped feminine ideal by society and others, and after having
continued to be just herself. It is a woman’s space cultivated outside of
the system of marriage and procreation.

The small home she maintains with her nameplate displayed at the
entrance may look like a Virginia Wolfe-like declaration of “a room-of-
my-own.” Wolfe declared that in order for a woman to be creative, she
needed to have a room for herself with earnings of 500 pounds a year.
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For Ishigaki, who had composed her poems while working full time, her
“room-0f-my-own” is not a space for women’s self-expressions; rather, it
is a space she acquired as a result of her labor and creative activities. Her
place is not a condition or starting point of her creativity. Instead, it is the
symbolic conclusion to her self-expressions, an ulterior space
transcending the conflicting reality of her home and workshop, her
everyday life and work, and her family and household. It is a spiritual
space that her female soul discovered and now rests in.

Working as a foot soldier of one of the major banks, which led the
high growth of Japan’s economic boom, she provided for her family. The
facts that she started to work from a very young age and that she
supported her parents instead of being supported by them did not lead her
to early independence and freedom. And the freedom and independence
she finally acquired in her later years could not have been obtained
without the heavily burdened life she endured through her entire laboring
years. Her poems express the harsh life conditions of a working-class
woman. They also indicate how she faced the depth of solitude that
opened as a dark hole in the midst of her daily reality, and how she gazed
at the solitude of her later years as the basic human condition of life,
always permeated by the shadow of death.

The reality of everyday life did not provide women with meaningful
values. As Ishigaki was not a philosophical poet, she did not give abstract
expressions to the themes of solitude and death. Her visions of death that
appear in concrete association with common reality are insightful and
tremendously powerful because of their immediacy: A death is viewed in
association with the act of eating, and a death is pictured as a sudden
obscure opening right at the edge of our normal activities at home, in
society, and in our personal private moments.
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Those who had been crying looked up.
Those who hadn’t been crying also gazed at it.

In the depth of an open door,

The flame

In a rectangular shape leaned over and fell
Forming a flash of firework.

Died at forty-three,
A male.

Sorry to have kept you so long
These words were heard.

From the depth of darkness where the fire had gone out
A cremator came out
And spread white bones still in heat.

I realized that all of us
Were really waiting.

The funeral attendants picked up the chopsticks
As if they were ready to eat food.

They would have looked awfully indecent
If they had not worn ceremonial clothes. (“A Meal for Ogres”)

The blunt and unsociable air associated with the space pointed to by her
poem “The Nameplate” is indicative of the solitary world she later
develops in her so-called “blunt” poems.

ZHETPITD
vevizhng
SV INRIZEND,



MizutA

kU o A
AHENTDHZ EiE RN
kU DOAMDE
FoREIND Z BT
FLOERITZFAD =D K7,

T &

FRE L

EbHo iR
HGzprzkt
BHZLET D,
ZFownsrvvbrvoficiisEoz
REDOLX D 7
FTADL S 7R
RO X 5 7%

& bEDX 57
KIED L5 72
5o

DLEDDIFY
BIKEC—HDa—t — 2Bz 5 L
Z0RETI<HARIZWL

&b HIERD

RIS R 72 Ve
BHYo+ T EMIC LT

I obobi-lzhrsthrcHLICT 5,

=BT
WONLIINE ZIZREE BT, (([adk))

1t’s for free.
1 can be alone there.
My dream comes true there.

I don’t become burdensome

For the person next to me.

1 don’t have to worry about

What the person next to me may ask me to do.
The piece of a closed door is what I insist upon.

Both my workshop

And my home

Are giving for me

And robbing from me.

This is the place

Lying between the two mountains.

15
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Like a valley
Like an oasis
Like the best
And like the worst.

On the way back from my work

After having a cup of coffee at a coffee house
I go, as a natural flow of things,

To that relatively clean bathroom

Located in a newly opened train station.

I put all I have been carrying on a shelf

And expose the warmth of my life.

After working for thirty years
I have found a comfort in this place for quite some time. (“A Public Space”)

See also the poem “A Nursery Rhyme””:
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After my father died

We put a sheet of white cloth on his face.
It is as if we put a white cloth

On a meal that is prepared ahead of time.
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As all of us were crying
I realized, “Huh, my dad didn’t taste good.”
He tasted bad to the point of making us choke with tears.

When my mother dies

We have to put a white cloth on her, too.
It is as natural a duty

As three meals we have to eat everyday.

Now, on the day when I have to die
I will die more gorgeously,

Like these high quality meals
Lying under the white cloth.

Fish, poultry, and animals
All die their very tasteful deaths.

The space where she lives, under the display of a nameplate that simply
states her name—Ishigaki Rin—is exterior to the bonds that connect
society and home, work and private life, and marriage, couples, and their
family. It even excludes the poet’s act of self-expression. It is the space
located at the ultimate consummation of her poetic motivation and
imagination, a space she had been looking for as somewhere beyond her
home and city, a space free from the gender called woman, free from the
hypocrisy of the institution of marriage and family, and free from
sexuality and sexual relationships. It is, in sum, the space called
“eternity,” to borrow the term used by Shiraishi Kazuko.

Sharing with Ishigaki the world of post-WWII Japan, Shiraishi
began composing her poems in the 1950s. The two poets were, however,
opposite extremes in many aspects. Ishigaki’s poems are short, simple,
unsentimental, anti-dramatic, and written with informal, daily language.
In contrast, Shiraishi’s world is filled with dynamic and abundant
vocabulary, extensively developing dramatic poems that intermingle a
variety of different voices. Ishigaki succeeded the modern proletariat
poetry tradition, while Shiraishi was influenced by the avant-garde
movement in her poetic background. Ishigaki’s creativity and her poems
came from within the reality of her family, home, and social life, while
the stage Shiraishi chose was a space outside of a domestic reality, an
urban and global space of interactions. Ishigaki used a more traditional
Japanese and Shiraishi’s language was more cosmopolitan.

They appear as clear-cut contrasts in the above sense, yet they
shared, at the origin of their creative motivation, the same critical focus
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on the power institution called “home” and their common desire for
freedom from choices binarily posited between marriage and sexuality.
What Ishigaki achieved through her career was a transformation of an
unfortunate dutiful daughter into a positive and independent woman. And
the narrative Shiraishi developed through her poetic activity was a
transformation of a vampire into a female saint. In the process of their
dramas of female metamorphosis, the two poets commonly belittled male
and paternal authorities and questioned and problematized the gender
issue. In this context, we realize the commonality of their pursuit despite
the differences in their methods and the worlds they conclusively
materialized each for their own. | would additionally note that their
common effort to overcome the problems associated with gender
necessarily came from their female self-awareness as outsiders
unbelonging to their gendered society and culture, and from the search
for their own spaces—Ishigaki was a long unrecognized poet with no
connection with literary journalism, and Shiraishi was a scandalous
outcast constantly bashed and misunderstood by literary circles.

Born and raised in Vancouver, Canada, Shiraishi came to Tokyo
when she was seven. When she started to write poems, unlike Ishigaki,
she had already left her home and lived in the midst of a big city, a space
that allowed runaway girls to survive.

Shiraishi’s career began with her first collection of poems, Streets
Where Eggs Fall. She composed the poems included in this book as a
member of the circle called Group YOU, directed by Kitazono Katsumi;
her book therefore was strongly influenced by the modernist movement.
From the beginning, the big city is the stage for her poems as well as
their theme in the sense that it is a space free from the traditional
Japanese home bound to family duties. The book portrays the image of a
young, unjapanese, and extraordinary poet, who, alone, faces the modern
urban reality, solely relying on her naked sensibility.

We may say Shiraishi became an authentic poet after the 1970
publication of The Season of Amorous Saints. In his review of this
collection, Takahashi Mutsuo calls her a “female saint,” arguing that
there are two types of female saints—one who is a born saint and one
who becomes a saint after having been purified by a fire burning at the
stake. He continues that Shiraishi is an innate female saint, who is now
born again to become the saint created through a purifying fire. One of
what Takahashi calls “purifying fires” should be her marriage and
subsequent divorce.

Originally, she had a Diasporic identity free from specific citizenship
claims and from family duties. After going through marriage and divorce,
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she returned to the urban streets as a mature woman poet. Raised in
Vancouver as a girl who enjoyed freedom, she came and lived in pre-war
Japan under the militaristic order, suffering from a number of attacks by
bullies. At 17, determined to become a poet, she came to the urban streets
of Japan right after the end of the war. At this time, | believe she had
already established an outcast inner self through her experience of being
treated as a “black sheep.” It seems natural that she was attracted to
modernist poems, as they displayed visions familiar to her. She soon
became unsatisfied with Japanese modernism, probably because the
cosmopolitan self-image the modernists pursued was already an integral
part of her subjectivity.

This cosmopolitan girl unbound to the Japanese family tradition was
forced to assimilate into Japanese conventions for the first time when she
fell in love with a Japanese man and married him: She faced a male ego
and desire and became involved with his family, a representative
embodiment of the male-centered institution. This experience provided
her with an initiation period to become a true poet. Her second collection
of poems, A Tiger’s Games, was published after nearly nine long years
of silence, during which she experienced writer’s blocks and witnessed a
rapid and constant degradation of her composition ability. Symbolically
speaking, she was burnt these years by the “karmic” fire of the Japanese
male and his home:
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All day

A tiger came in and out

Of this room, which

Continued to be devastated.

The broken hands and legs, and chairs
Looked up to the sky
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And they cried.

All day

A tiger stopped coming in and out

The broken hands and legs, and chairs

Lost their original positions

And they shouted.

Like milk and wind

That shake the sky, they continue to shout. (“All Day, a Tiger”)

Through marriage, she experienced subjection to a male ego,
restriction caused by domestic duties and child rearing, suppression of
desire in a marital relationship, and a forced self-identification with the
domestic woman in the institution of marriage. This “innate female
saint,” who was burned at the stakes, now decided to look for the
freedom of being herself by fleeing the institution of sexuality that had
confined her in marriage and home. This new soul search led her to
become a mature poet.

Outside her home, she rediscovered the urban streets. With the
saint’s eyes reborn with added toughness, Shiraishi wandered the city.
The city she had rediscovered after running out of her marriage was her
own Tokyo, which would be later completely transformed into her own
inner universe. We here witness a transitional stage of this
transformation. At this stage, her Tokyo was a chaotic space filled with
noise and odor, where sexual beings were wriggling; it is a space where
she lived and expressed herself as a poet who, refusing to settle down,
traveled the streets endlessly. She worked and composed her poems
while taking subway trains. By using the subway, which she later called
the “stomach for meditation,” she moved through the chaos, rediscovered
jazz and dance, and encountered homeless ramblers, who, abandoning
their own nationalities, stubbornly pursued freedom for expressing their
original selves. They all turned out to be her alter egos, who inhabit her
internally.

Shiraishi fixed her eyes on things sexual in this big city of chaos:
meetings between men and women, men who love other men, women
who love other women. There exists in sexuality something that
primarily transcends sex and gender. Humans continue to engage in
sexual acts, to survive and wander around empowered by their sexuality
that brings them an impulse to love, as well as pleasure, comfort and the
sense of healing. Shiraishi was deeply gripped by her encounters with
each of these keen sexual emotions, which moved her with sympathy and
compassion. She was determined to examine the depth of human
sexuality, believing that there was something sacred in it. She rambled
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around the city of Tokyo in the 1960s and watched people who expressed
themselves through their sexual drives and pleasures. The collection
Signs of Storm Tonight was created in her above environment.

L 2<THHD
Ee HEA—FTIATHDLH OT
H DO ANFIZE TN D

ZDO=NE

ER7 BRE2HENT bl LOZEOHTHR
D_EE

B =y 7R TCE DT

Lz
AIADFEFIMERD R0 o722 &%
HEEND

TOT #hoENTE BROMEF%
FIEROTLZ HIZND A ad

M BLEWY bWVWNFEZ

BY AN

ek A3z

BIRIE AXICCASCATD

WEILZ aAEXD BHPZ 4z T
BEELIEANZADLIICEHZ S & LARVDEND
T
BEOLLIE> TV T5%E LVKES
AT A% BN EENTHETESIILD
EZMIEHhro

Br BT BT

1EFA LT

<X ZFORARDENLDVIELT
DEPRILIR D72

BARD

XL aRAERADOLEHEVITHDE
2oy N AN el ol VP AN S e 8

AI

BZED KD <HhbVoFELE

HREDO BhHrLWLEZENR

8721 LAz

LALHIRE HZDHHDIEHAZ TXTANIL
EbFlcnwohinlid

BIRIZIT ARib72< @S ZRn

72 BSTFHLRVOT
BOHRZ LD L DI

FEDDY ONTIEY TE DI
SHOEOHFT Ltalrx

e EVERFND
ZOEpHEOHT



22 BEYOND HOME

MICNWELE LR SN WET7260  KEO
BT HEEFO
ZEEINE TV THDE Hr

ENI DL ENSAET
Moz e BRETEBWT
LI ThTD Lhz

WE

Mz BEREN SN BRN
BT D ZHbDh~
it BLBRT
LERVAFBICABTWS OT
MZ 5T EMRBEDORILD

BRI EHUCAEZ

HHICT ST B L2720

EiT HETHY MY THLHINTLBHDE
EOHTARN S AT

Whlole b bkl
TOEIBbLDE Az
HIRT-DOFA B IZH T 720

ToIED & HRT-OEFEEIHSE T5HLE
Bl HRRT-AEN BRI
FRZ R FREVWIBEZOLD
12720

ETHR< EFELHI0%E

FEH2EHL RELDTHIFVWERS

God exists even if he is non-existent.
Also, as he has humor.
He looks like some type of human.

This time

Accompanying a giant penis, he comes

Out on a picnic above

The horizon of my dream.

By the way

1 regret that

1 didn’t do anything special for Sumiko’s birthday.

At least, I wish

Seeds from the penis brought by God be sent

Into the fine, low, and cute voice

Of Sumiko, who is on the other side of my phone line.
Forgive me, Sumiko.

The penis grows fast everyday.

It is now growing in the middle of the group of cosmos
And remains immobile like a bus that has broken down.



MizutA

Therefore, when

I have a desire to see

A beautiful night sky maybe scattered by stars
Or another man, who races his car on the highway,
Accompanying a hot gal,

Honestly

I have to hang out of the bus window

And very carefully peep at them.

When the penis moves

And comes to the outskirt of the group of cosmos
I can have a better view. Then,

Sumiko,

Loneliness in the way the starry sky shines

And a strange coolness of the midday

Go through my whole bowels.

Keenly, I see everything I can see

Realizing that all humans cannot help going mad.
As the penis has no name, no personality,

And no date,

When someone carries it

Like a portable shrine for the festival

And sometimes passes by a spot in commotion,

I realize something is going on

And hear in the noises

These seeds not yet reigned by God

Riot savagely or curse and call names

Aimlessly, from time to time.

God is often away from home
Leaving only his debts and his penis
Seemingly gone to somewhere.

Now

The penis left forgotten by God

Is walking towards me.

As he is young and cheerful

And full of unadorned confidence,

He rather expresses something similar to the shadowed smile of a veteran.

It seems like a countless number of penises grow
And an unlimited number of them are walking,
But the truth is he is singular and walks alone
With no face and no words

When you see him from any different horizons.
Sumiko, that kind of thing

Is what I want to give you for your birthday.
When I cover your entire existence with this,
You can no longer see yourself

23
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And you sometimes become the very will of a penis
Ttself

And you ramble endlessly.

Then I will hug you with my boundless love.

Shiraishi here indicates that to write about sexuality is to write about
a penis with no name. This point of view implies a concept that
transcends the gender binary by suggesting that a woman is also another
penis. The gift she gives Sumiko for her birthday is the message that
encourages her to become the will of a penis; that is, to become a naked
self identified with that droll and triste sexual being. The image of an
obscure and simple penis is the metaphor of human sexuality for
Shiraishi, who asserts any form of sexual desire—between man and
woman, between man and man, and between woman and woman. In this
sense, the penis for her is not the metaphor for male centrism in her
gendered society; instead, it represents the survival energy of all sexual
beings.

Shiraishi encountered a tremendous amount of misunderstanding
because of her poems that examined sexuality in this explicit manner;
this misunderstanding was supplemented by her openly indifferent
attitude towards the conventions of literary and publishing circles, and
her eye-catching fashion together with her association with black and gay
friends. With The Season of Amorous Saints, she experienced a renewed
and fierce bashing from journalism, which viciously labeled her “penis
poet.” Through this second burning-at-the-stakes experience, she again
purified herself and was reborn as a mature female saint. She transformed
the image of a gender-free sexual being, which she created through the
symbol of a nameless and faceless penis, into a more universally
crystallized image of the eternal outcast.

Tokyo is continuously the stage for the poems included in this Mr.
H. Literary Prize winning collection, but the Tokyo here is no longer a
physical space filled with chaos as characterized in her previous books. It
becomes, instead, her inner space. This space of her own is a creative
womb, so to speak, in which she sits still like a meditating Buddha and
conceives her new self, her poems, and her own living universe. Her
inner space is networked by canals in the form of subway lines. The poet
rode subway trains and wandered about from one place to another; her
endless act of traveling overlapped the very act of her poetic
composition.
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Like Shakamuni, I

Sit still on this city

And conceive October ennui.

[abbreviated]

My clammed-up October,

This ill humor with concrete,

Wanders around my Tokyo.

Annoying fake tears of

Fake people who go left and right.

Flatterers spill out of jukeboxes.

Then, they turn to become a large flock of sardines
Which stink badly.

They swim as usual with artistic contemplation.
Oh! An academic autumn!

1 say bye-bye to all of them

And after a long absence,

I go back into my inner canals

And sneak into my inner city.

At the entrance of this city, at the end of the summer

27
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I encountered a certain individual.

Amon Hottep (a king of Ancient Egypt),

He is a nameless young man, a bus conductor in today’s world,

A butcher, a car racer, a poet, a revolutionist, and so forth.

He is all of the rains, all of nothingness, and ancient Egypt of

Five thousand years ago.

[abbreviated]

He is seen and unseen across these chaotic things.

One moment I joined my hand with Amon Hottep’s

And dashed into the season of my personal concerts.

Back then

I heard the sound of subway running at the bottom of my city’s womb
And on the stage drum and base echoed their sounds and Sandra started to dance.
Sandra in black is not a Salome.

A beautiful black lesbian, a middle-class woman,

A caring, immoral housewife, a go-go dancer

And a black Saint Mary, who transformed her husband

Into a shark that turned pale, and a castrated Don Juan.

I started to take a subway train,

Which was my first encounter with Henry Miller.

Toilet stools, newspapers, old letters, chairs, milk

Inside all these furnishings and food

I recognized his drinking water, his cells, and his ragged life.
Even now I am a regular user of subway.

Almost as many hours as I spent for having sex

I have loved subway trains. My subway

Is no longer made out of iron, but is shaped with soft flesh.
A phantom of civilization, a cradle for our thoughts,

The subway today is a stomach for our meditation

Locating itself at the deepest bottom of the city.

On its wall with ulcers, humans living in the city

Cling dreamingly, constantly foaming at their mouths.

They were neither words or shouts, or appeals, or smiles

Or courtship, or satisfaction or fights.

They were just foams.

[abbreviated]

My Tokyo!

This city is almost our womb.

Standing at its entrance

I kissed Amon Hottep.

Then, it started to rain.

Since then, during almost all of our time of solidarity

We died or had sex.

To be dead for five thousand years, to be born for five thousand years
To yawn for five thousand years, and to keep laughing for five thousand years,
They are probably more than just to love.
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All things—frogs, eggs, jams, little slices of blue sky

Manuscript papers, records, and flies!

<Let’s dive into the sheets!>

This is our city’s password.

One was alone and dived with his dead cat.

Another was too beautiful a man:

He broke the mirror into pieces and grabbed with force

His own penis he saw it on the other side of the mirror, and he fainted.
Yet there is another one who is constantly

Afraid of his feeble body and mind; while munching silvervine,

He cries bitterly and leaned into the sheets.

Two young leopards. These two men are hugging each other quietly
In the deep forest of longing.

These beautiful monkey women were in their secret room

Forming a rainbow of their caress as if it were a morning glow.

Back then,

My personal concerts continued to be performed

Rapidly and with ill humour. During these plays

I was attacked by a number of cobwebs in the forms of aphasia, acute ecstasy
syndrome,

Dementia contemplation,and others.

Many of my selves fell victim to the spiders.

They cried with ignoble tones of voices and were trapped.

A self of mine escaped, took a subway train, and even tried to play music.
[abbreviated]

Ah!

At the terminal station, I saw Joe who became a ghost.

He had been flattened by a roller of sexuality

And turned gray and into a shadow.

He was deserted by the last drop of the storage of life;

Is he a grain of rusty brown iron sand that was being chased by the spermless
desert?

He was entwined by a roller of scorpions.

The hands and legs of his will power were gradually eaten up by the spiders,
And already rusted away to the side of the lost time.

He is now lowering the last curtain of his life.

I also

Wanted to lay my town to rest completely

And was stirring up my heated will into the ashes,

When I heard a faint sound of God’s pain

That came by cutting through layers of fogs of my presentiment.
That, suddenly, became a flame of pain.

Now, for the first time,

The lightning of God’s entirety struck with a roar.

The heat intensified around me and I saw him there.

He is a bunch of present moments, as if he were almost eternal.
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Half ill and injured, he visits me there
Lying in the form of a frail traveler.

My city is now far away from me.

Its face has changed to that of a stranger.

Its head of concrete is hanging down

And sleeping its aimless sleep. (“My Tokyo”)

In this poem, Shiraishi stops looking for her home, refuses to settle
down, ignores social reputations, and wanders around in her inner city by
taking subway trains. She calls this journey the “season of personal
concerts.” Tokyo is her inner world and at the same time the entire world.
Urban noises consist of multiple layers of heterogeneous voices. The
people living there are foreigners who have only first names and
unknown nationalities; they are refugees running away from their own
countries and the systems of those countries, travelers who continue their
endless journeys, and artists who are pregnant with their own inner
worlds, awaiting their births. The persona of this poem attempts to give
forms to these strangers, believing that they are all her alter egos. In this
big city, everyone is wandering with his and her own solitude. The city is
the entrance for the narrator to trip through this inner womb, together
with these alter ego foreigners, and to go 5,000 and 10,000 years back in
time. Ultimately, she is looking toward the eternal origin of human
history.

After having experienced a restricting marriage, Shiraishi freed
herself from relationships that exclusively privileged particular blood and
individual relationships. She now created an inner city where she existed
alongside different Diasporic individuals like herself, who similarly
transcended the limitations defined by race and citizenship.

Because of her exploration of the depth of sexual reality, the second
burning-at-the-stakes Shiraishi was sent to was a purifying fire that
allowed her to create visions of amorous saints. “Amorous heroes” are
those who regard sexual energy as the starting point of humanity, and
people are thus equal insofar as they are all sexual beings. Shiraishi’s
inner city attracted these endlessly sexually driven beings known as
humanity, celebrating them through her visions of nameless penises and
amorous saints; her city allowed both men and women to rest in its
womb, providing fertile sleep by laying them to drift in her canal waters.
Shiraishi’s city thus revealed to them flashes of eternity.

As long as we remain sexual beings, we are free from differences of
sex, race, nationality, and sexual orientation. Shiraishi wrote with
compassion and sympathy about men’s comic, yet depressing, sexual



MizutA 31

existence. Sexuality contains a moment that mixes emptiness and
eternity; it allows us to surpass social conventions. Sexual
beings/amorous heroes are the ones who delineate sexuality’s
transcendental quality. Freedom from marriage and men, together with
society’s accusation of her as a promiscuous poet, encouraged Shiraishi
to give birth to this new persona who expressed herself in the form of
amorous heroes.

Amorous heroes were, in fact, reclusive hermits in the sense that
they purporsefully rejected society’s standardized reliance on
heterosexual contracts. Gradually, Shiraishi encouraged the unrestrained
traveler in them, then highlighted that quality in the new persona of what
she calls Ulysses. He is a hero with no title and no nationality. He has no
home to which to return. Carrying no passport, he travels through the
world that lacks any concept of home or nation. He is a nameless and
faceless living being who has no identification of his own. These are the
primary characteristics of Shiraishi’s naked sexual beings. After going
through the second purifying fire, Shiraishi’s persona transformed again
into the pure mask of Ulysses, via the image of amorous Diasporic
heroes.

Shiraishi’s sensual traveler in the persona of Ulysses now leaves the
city and moves to a desert, which materializes as a space above and
beyond the horizon of the big city of the 1960s. This space clandestine to
her urban cosmos is extensively described in The Sand Tribes.

Shiraishi’s journey in The Sand Tribes commences with her canoe
trip. In actuality, it began when she traveled to the States in 1978 and
realized there that her imagined Tokyo was just a small part of her inner
world. Her Ulysses, a faceless refugee with no nationality, boards a
canoe and, unaccompanied, rows it toward the future. The poet’s
experience in lowa provided her with images of different Ulysseses she
would create; what she discovered there in America was a society full of
refugees and a continent permeated by deserts, which inspired and
expanded her work.

The future is an unknown realm existing always outside of the
present reality, a realm that may well be unreachable. Through a long
solitary trip by canoe, Shiraishi’s poetic world goes towards the chaos of
the Third World, and towards the darkness she finds in the depth of that
chaotic reality. At another level, her canoe is a spaceship that is
determined to exile itself from the earth ruled by the divisions of nations,
races, and sexes; it is also flying towards the darkness of the universe in
order to witness the very origin of life and death of all living beings.
There, sexuality is nothing but inorganic particles that mix themselves
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smoothly in the flow of the Milky Way. Note that the darkness there
displays a touch of relaxed cheerfulness, which is indicative of the poet’s
natural humor. Shiraishi wholeheartedly embraces the pathos of all the
humble lives she envisions.
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Riverside has no water.

Since 1911, the water of the Riverside has been dried up. I came to Riverside
for the first time in the summer of 1980. It is sixty-ninth year since the river has
dried.

Riverside, I realized, was an entrance to a desert. Suddenly, from within
myself, spirits called “sand tribes” were rapidly energized and popped out of me,
going towards the desert.

“Riverside, Riverside,” I chanted the spell when rapidly these sand tribes,
these amiable sprits made from grains of sand, came out and walked and flew
towards the desert.

Wherever I am, my thoughts go toward a desert and sand. They go toward a
dry land, to dry heated air, a land where even the sun completely dries up his own
throat. The sand tribes within me get quickly excited. The moment when they
realized that Riverside had no water at all, they merrily blew whistles, started to
dance, and ran barefoot toward the desert.

Then, I am quickly buried. My memories covered by my sand tribes go ten
thousand years back in time.
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Here is the land of sand where the Yaki tribe, Indians from California, live in
their villages; or the desert at Sahara; or central Australia; or a neighborhood of
the sacred place at Ural? The more my memories retreat to the remote past, the
more uncertain I become.

Perhaps I myself am the antiquity and seem to sleep now. Drum beat tries to
waken me several times, but I cannot quickly come out of this sleep since I am
the earth of sand myself, and I fall asleep.

The “sand tribes” are sexual beings surviving at the deserted end
of our civilization like small insects living their eternal presents with full
force. Her city is now replaced by a desert, which has no busy noises.
The rivers are dried up and no canals can be seen. The city has receded
her view; she sees the face of a stranger. After the city’s head with
concrete leans down and falls into an endless sleep in “My Tokyo,”
storm hits it roughly and the sand covers the land. All creatures there—
insects and animals, savages and civilized—are exposed to and fully
covered by sand and wind. After all kinds of trivial, funny, serious, and
solemn orgies performed by these amorous heroes, sand blows in and
embraces all, nullifies everything: The silence and sleep of a Sphinx
dominate here. At the same time, sand spirits of the sand tribes stand up
to kiss the everlasting present, and to write their invisible sutras. This
desert, or this apocalypse, is the future for this poem’s persona to return
to, while also serving as the origin of her self. In this world of sand, she
can only see the horizon that hints at the presence of future/ulteriority.

Ishigaki Rin’s “The Nameplate” and Shiraishi Kazuko’s “The
Season of Amorous Saints” were published in almost the same year, and
together the poems clearly indicate the two extremities of the possible
directions to be pursued by contemporary women poets in Japan. Ishigaki
refused a symbolic use of language. Instead, she developed a poetic
language consisting of vernacular Japanese that allowed Ishigaki to
express the inner working rhythm imprinted in her hands, legs, and body.
Her choice of language was the product of preferred poetic topics—the
reality of her family and work—and also a result of her challenge to the
hypocrisy of the institution of home, situated within intimate
involvement with her own family. Her poems use a raw voice that
uncovers the naked secret of human daily reality, while at the same time
it is this inner language that goes beyond her ordinary struggles. Her
poetic world points to her “existential home,” locating itself ulterior to
the oppositions between family and society, between life and work,
between family and individuals, and between marriage and sexuality.
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On the other hand, Shiraishi lets her language multiply and inundate
in such a way as to violate ordinary meanings of daily language. Her
poetic world exceeds language; she corresponds with voices, instruments,
and music, with a voice that straightly and rapidly joins the sound of the
universe, where her multiple Ulysseses travel as stars.

Ishigaki and Shiraishi both attempt to transcend materiality as
represented by conventional language. By using another standard
language full of simple, concrete, and physical words coming from
women’s commonplace existences, Ishigaki tries to visualize the truth of
our lives and the world beyond our daily reality, while Shiraishi mixes
words with voices, sounds, and music, and tries to open visions of
another reality that goes beyond life’s ordinary dimensions. The
intentions of their achievements are thus far apart. They share, however,
their starting points as women poets in post-WWII Japan, who wanted to
escape the institution of sexuality in which men suffocate women in such
forms as family, blood relations, and unequal power dimensions in
marriage. They both escaped from forced ideal of womanhood, a product
of their gendered society of Japan, and pursued worlds exterior to their
culture.

1950 is the year when both Ishigaki and Shiraishi started to write
poems; it is also the year when Hayashi Fumiko died. What is told in two
of her posthumous works is indicative of the future of Japanese women
living after WWII. Ukigumo (Floating Clouds) depicts later days of the
life of a female protagonist who digressed from family and marriage and
drifted to the peripheries of sociality, while Meshi (Rice) describes an
urban middle-class housewife whose individuality is suffocated by her
struggling marriage and sexual relations with her husband. Hayashi sees
through women’s reality in Japan’s postwar recovery: The society will
revive another gendered system that will camouflage itself with a more
fashionably modern appearance, in which women will not be liberated
from their homes; rather, their freedom will be deprived again by only
situating them in more highly urban landscapes. Post-WWII Japan’s
revitalization and development were achieved by strategically utilizing
the notion of family again and by reintegrating women into the gendered
society that divided them into the public-vs.- private dichotomy.

Women’s desire to defy their patriarchal society (which confines
them in marriage and sexuality and morally denounces those who resist)
is a common motivation and hardship that acts as a catalyst for
contemporary women authors to begin writing. How can women break
the deadlock Hayashi Fumiko anticipated for post WWII Japanese
women? When they decide either to settle down or to continue to ramble,
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they find traps that deprive them of sexuality and autonomy. How can
women poets and novelists cope with the effort not to fall into these traps
and develop visions of freedom from their gendered society and culture?
How can they give expression to the darkness they witness in the realm
exterior to the conventionally interpretable world? These are the
questions with which post-war writers began their creative endeavors.

The act of writing for modern women writers means to take an inner
journey in order to reach that realm of exteriority. Symbolized by
Ishigaki’s room of her own and Shiraishi’s canoe, each woman writer
sets up a journey toward the unknown all by her lonesome self.

Julia Kristeva pursues the fall to the deepest bottom of the gendered
culture, assuming to find there the gender-free origin of selfhood where
self and others remain fused. Luce Irigaray, Monique Wittig, and Héléne
Cixous all look for the ulteriority to the language of symbolic order and
seek the écriture feminine as a language that allows women to construct
the outer world free from patriarchy.

Shiraishi sailed out with her boat of poetry, filled with mixed
expressive elements such as words and voices, sounds and music, and
gestures and dances, towards the genderless universe of darkness, where
she overlooked the modest lives of diverse sexual living beings. Ishigaki
lived authentically and by her own bare hands dug through the dark depth
of daily reality by using the ordinary language of a working-class
woman. Isn’t the space she finds at the extremity of her pursuit—the
room with the nameplate Ishigaki Rin on the door—outside of the
gendered society and culture? It is a space that has already erased the
female individuality and female narrative subject. Both Ishigaki’s house
and Siraishi’s desert are entrances to the outside world of life and
sexuality; they are ports for these poets to temporarily lodge before
sailing out again for the endless elsewhere.

Both Ishigaki and Shiraishi refused to follow women’s conventional
roles and societal norms, and as a result they became Diasporic subjects
of sexuality, bodiless and asexual. It is only then that they witness some
visions of life removed from their established cultures. That realm of
reality is also and already an entrance to death, where they are welcomed
by a bouquet of white flowers at the funeral, instead of red flowers
intended for life’s celebration:
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On a happy occasion

I was given a big bouquet of flowers.

Feeling greedy to have all of them by myself,

I flushed deeper than the red flowers I held.

“Please take two or three of them from here,”

I stretched the bouquet to a woman poet next to me,

Who is younger than me.

The beautiful college professor opened her eyes as wide as she could.
Cackling, she told me as if she were singing,

“You keep all of them. It is white flowers that you will be given next time.”

I closed my eyes
And held my red flowers tight without hesitation. (Ishigaki Rin, “Kind Words”)

Modern women poets have been training their imaginations to
visualize the world free from patriarchal society in order for them to just
be themselves. Ishigaki and Shiraishi belong to these post-WW!II women
poets (including Yoshihara Sachiko, Tomioka Taeko and others) who
succeeded the visions developed and pursued by pre-WWI1 women poets
and writers (Hayashi Fumiko, Okamoto Kanoko, Nagase Kiyoko, etc.) in
terms of seeking freedom from Japan’s gendered system. The poetic
worlds the two poets have developed display extremities of the
contrastive directions for women’s creative imaginations. After in-depth
examinations of each of their poetic worlds, we realize that in the end,
the polarities they each stand for circularly join the same origin from
which their poems arise.

They both refuse to surrender to the institution of family and take
bold and extensive trips to find the space where their souls can truly
belong, a space to be pursued outside the gendered reality. This core of
their creative foundations led them to delineate the nature of their
challenging endeavors: They problematize the issue of gender, challenge
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society’s gendered expectations, and attempt to transcend and to
empower their philosophical bases for women’s survival and destructive
impulses. They thus enrich the understanding of the creative foundation
women poets commonly share in contemporary Japan.

(translated by Eiji Sekine)



