


“You get a strange feeling when you’re about to leave a place, 
I told him, like you’ll not only miss the people you love but 
you’ll miss the person you are now at this time and this place, 
because you’ll never be this way ever again.”

- Azar Nafisi
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Daria Lugina, İzmir, Turkey



Dearest Readers,

This issue marks the second year Alexandria has published—an 
enormous milestone. Each year brings a different set of challenges and 
uncertainties to the publishing process, and this year was especially 
difficult. Although the World Languages and Literatures department, 
and everyone associated with it, has been ceaselessly supportive of our 
original beliefs that the incredible undergraduate work from WLL should 
not just disappear into the depths of our computer hard drives, the mass 
exodus out of Boston in the Spring felt like a severing of connections.

Yet in the process of editing and pulling together the journal, I 
remembered, again, that the purpose of Alexandria was to serve as 
enduring testament to the shared reverence for literature and language 
in the department, and the ways in which that devotion bonds us 
together. In the swirl of wrapping up my final semester at BU thousands 
of miles away from campus, I realized how special of a place WLL is, 
and mourned leaving it. It feels as though there are very few corners of 
the world in which humanities work is not compromised by concerns 
for profit or public relations; Alexandria represents careful, appreciative 
study for its own sake, and the love for words, for cultures, and for 
literature that lies beneath it.

As always, thank you to the professors of the department for your 
unceasing support, thank you to my always eager and passionate 
editorial team, and thank you, reader, for reading our work. 感謝してもしき
れないです。谢谢你们。

— Nadine

Letter from the Editor
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The Battle Against Meaningless Things 
by Yosuke Tanaka
translated from Japanese by Amanda Berke

In the beginning, there was chaos. 
No, that’s not quite right. 
In the beginning, there was nothing. 
It was a spacious, deserted emptiness. 
Time slipped by, two years specifically. A desk was carried in, then a bed, 
a computer, a shelf, chairs (two of them), a folding table, 
an electric piano, a fax machine, and lots of newspapers. 
Books. Magazines. Playbills. Envelopes. CDs. Faxes from someone.  
Letters from someone else. Unimportant things. Important things. 
Things that may become important.  
     (Meaningless things 
now filling every available space. 
 
The act of reorganization 
is not unlike excavating a mountain. 
I piled various objects, one by one, upon the mountainside- 
because they were useful, because they were important, because I 
enjoyed them- 
and because at some point I loved them, I guess they become that much 
more difficult to discard.  
Papers are harder to deal with than books, this is a well-known fact, so I 
decided to leave the 
books alone. I chose to do battle only with the mountain of documents.
However, as I transformed them into orderly rectangles, that is, 
as I bound them into their true forms, as 
novels 
and 
notebooks 
and 
folders 



and 
two-ring binders 
and 
weekly photo magazines, 
they became even harder to handle.  
They seemed heavier 
and more depressing, somehow. 
 
I love two ring binders and organizers. 
Just one click of that classic two-hole punch, together with 
the satisfying snap of the metal hardware, and I’m filled with a pleasant 
sort of feeling 
as the paper documents are arranged into itemized, colored files. It all 
becomes beautifully tidy. I line up the largest binders in 
a row on my office desk (bookends included), but they fall ungracefully 
left and right.  
I push from the left, they fall to the right; I push from the right, they fall to 
the left. 
They tumble down, a study in physics -  
triggering an avalanche (a cascade of snow.) across the surface of my 
desk 
     (Meaningless things 
now a mountain strewn across my floor. 
 
I almost started crying when I dropped my bicycle key on the ground. 
I only dropped it, but 
it seemed to be absorbed into the floorboards. 
Every fallen thing, every file, every book, every piece of trash,  
one by one I checked them all, moving each to a new place. 
The bag was only half full, but 
I even went so far as to disassemble my Hitachi home vacuum cleaner 
in order to inspect the insides, until – 
ah, it’s getting dark out. And now I can’t even ride my bike. 
One thing after another, that’s how life goes to shit. 
In my distraction I lean against the tower of books, which collapses again, 
scattering across the floor of the room. 
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A multitude of things 
spread out before my eyes. 
What the hell is this insipid feeling? 
Everything has a name written on it, 
“Shinchō Japanese Dictionary,” for example, 
“Bungakukai Monthly,” for example, 
but I can no longer grasp the spatial or temporal relationship between 
Shinchō Japanese Dictionary and Bungakukai Monthly and this room and 
the time I’ve spent in 
it. 
Love and courage. 
Courage and strength. 
Those are the real essentials. Oh, I’d like to go out and join hands with 
every person in the world, 
and talk to my heart’s content about the battle against meaningless 
things. To clear out some of 
this wasteland. 
 
From the other side of the room, suddenly: 
“Let’s keep the mountain clean by taking home our trash!” 
The letters catch my eye. 
A paper bag from ICI Ishii Sports. I got it when I rode my bike to Jimbocho 
to buy some supplies for climbing Mt. Okukuji Nantai. 
The problem today is what happens after I’ve brought my trash back 
home. 
Maybe the garbage rises in a sloppy stack as I avert my eyes from other 
problems, 
escaping instead into meaninglessness. 
When to get married, for example. 
When to go to the dentist,  for example. 
 
Isn’t it so hot in the summer? I bought a drink cart, very functional. 
It’s a convenient size, and it even has two nice drawers. 
The top is heat-proof, too! 
It uses a material 
called melamine. 
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 Yes, that will do fine. There, on the top of the cart, the only empty surface; 
I rest my chin on my hand 
and wait in a daze as summer passes by.
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Lemon 
by Yosuke Tanaka
translated from Japanese by Amanda Berke

A winter day.
I think of someone, and my feels heart overfull -
your loveliness, I cannot bear it,

the sunlight is faint. I’m so     tired,
you see. An umbrella is stolen,

and your name spills from my lips.
That was a joke. If someone had heard that, I’d feel embarrassed, but as 
it is . . .
A happy newspaper,

an uninteresting Japanese classics station. My personality is rapidly
collapsing into nothing, the cooking oil sizzles
as it splatters in all directions.

Green bell peppers. Eggplants too,
the flesh seeming to distort as it burns.
Those good times are over, that’s just the way it is

and yet even now, my heart feels overfull,
your loveliness, I cannot bear it still.

Lemon,
I stagger, hunched against the freezing wind,
on this faint winter’s day.
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Out of Service 
by Jirō Akagawa
translated from Japanese by Leo Feininger

He thought it was the last train.

He didn’t really know. But, well, when it comes to that time of night, the 
scene on the last couple trains is pretty much the same. There are the 
usual suspects: people who have drunk their fill at either a year-end party 
or Christmas party, and sat themselves down looking a little disheveled. 
They’ll be asleep before the train reaches the next station. Because it’s 
unusual to board an empty car, people often sleep sprawled out and 
snore. It’s not just men. Recently, women have gotten better at holding 
their alcohol. They don’t sleep in a slovenly manner, which also makes 
them appear stronger.

So it probably wasn’t the last train. The last train is generally a little more 
crowded. Well-knowing of the time of the last train, and no matter how 
drunk, when to leave a bar so as to be on time—wherever you go there are 
numerous melancholic salarymen of that particular skill set.

He wasn’t like that. Generally, he doesn’t get drunk. In fact, it’s been 
quite a long time since he quit drinking. How many years now? How 
many decades? When he was young, he drank regularly for a few years, 
but to damage one’s stomach or liver just for the purpose of keeping 
relationships would be foolish, he thought one day. And so, he quit 
drinking unconditionally.

But since it wasn’t that he quit drinking because his health had worsened, 
bad company would try to peer pressure, use force, and try this and that 
to make him drink again, but he stood fast. At the time, he was often 
cautioned by his boss and higher-ups, and was criticized by his co-
workers. But now…

The times have changed. The change came about after his boss, formerly 
a big drinker and heavy smoker, met with the top personnel of a top-notch 
company in America. In such companies, abstinence from drinking and 
smoking is required for those at the top.

With the boss’s big change, there was an uproar in the company. He alone 
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remained calm and didn’t smoke or drink. 

And although he was heading home late at night, it was not after drinking 
away the day’s woes, repeating gossip about the higher-ups while falling 
into self-loathing, untilreaching one's house in the distant suburbs, 
counting off the number of stations while losing consciousness. His case 
was quite different: he was going home late, having spent his energy 
working deep into the night, and with a satisfying tiredness and fervor, 
running through ideas about the next day’s work while not letting the cold 
get to him.

Normally, he was not one bit sleepy. He would sleep five, maybe six 
hours, but because he slept deeply and soundly, he would not carry his 
exhaustion over to the next day.
 
Slowly but surely, the number of passengers became few, and whenever 
the train made a stop, the number of riders would decrease by two or 
three. It had come to that time of night…

Isn’t that rare, he thought. A middle aged woman who wearing a soft, 
warm-looking fur coat boarded the train. She could have sat anywhere, 
but somehow it was the seat facing him that she chose…

A round face with features that still had something of a child in them. Why 
did she watch him so persistently? From the attache case on his lap, he 
took out an English newspaper and began reading.

 “Excuse me…” a voice spoke, and a shadow fell over his hands.

He raised his head, and found the woman who had sat down across from 
him was standing directly over him.

 “Yes?”

 “Excuse me, but aren’t you Mr. ___?”

Why did she know his name?

 “Yes. But how do you…?”

 “I thought so…”

Her smile sparked his memory.
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 “It’s you... You surprised me! You smile just like you did in the old   
 days.”

 “I’m a middle-aged woman already. May I sit here?”

 “Please.”

He gazed at the woman sitting next to him and felt an acute pain in his 
heart.

 “But you, you haven’t changed at all,” she said.

 “You’ve put on a bit of weight about the neck, though.”

 “Let’s just both say we haven’t changed, shall we?

 “That sounds good to me.”

They both laughed quietly.

But truly! He never once thought they’d share a laugh together again. And 
yet there they were, laughing.

 “But you, at this time of night?”

 “I know, I’m never out this late. I was at a gathering with some   
 close friends, all of us married. A Christmas party I suppose.”

 “I see.”

 “My husband went to a year’s-end party as he usually does. In   
 any case, he isn’t home yet.”

He looked at her fur coat.

 “What a fine garment!”

 “It was a present. From my husband. For my birthday.”

 “December third, wasn’t it?”

 “You remember.”

She smiled, looking happy.
 
 “How could I forget?”

They became silent, though they both had things they wanted to say, and 
questions they wanted to ask. The train had just pulled into a station. 

Several people got off.
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 “I’m getting off at the next stop,” she said.

 “I see... Say, how’s the kid?

 “Good. She’s in high school already.”

 “Is she now!”

 “She’s taller than me, too! The other day at the school culture   
 festival she was chosen to be Miss Bunkasai!”1 

 “So she must have taken after you.”

 “But the shape of her eyebrows is just like yours.”

He remembered the time of his youth when he seemed to be crazed with 
love day after day. It ran the usual course: pregnancy, living together, and 
then the ultimate collapse that comes from living without even being able 
to earn enough income for basic expenses.

 “My husband, too, is very good to her. We have two more kids,   
 but she is my true pride.”
 
 “I see…”

Tears formed in the corners of his eyes.

 “...that’s good.”

 “But what about you? How are you these days?”

 “Well, I’m the salaryman I appear to be.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

 “But that’s wonderful. In the unreliable days of your youth I   
 doubt I would’ve believed it.”

 “Whoa, whoa... that’s a little harsh,” he said, laughing.

 “I know. How’s your family?”

 “I have two daughters. Only girls with me, right?”

 “It suits you.”

The train began to slow down.

 “Ah, here’s my stop. Well, until next time!”

1   Bunkasai (literally “culture festival”) are events held at most Japanese schools 
where students show off their artistic achievements/interests.
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 “I’m so glad I ran into you.”

 “Me too.”

Her finely gloved hand rested atop his own.

That warmth... It conjured up distant memories of youth. Not enough had 
changed for it to feel unfamiliar to him.

The train came to a stop, and the doors opened.

“Goodbye,” she said, and went to get off the train, but all he could do was 
raise his hand a little in farewell. No words came out.

The train started to move and he overtook her as she walked the platform, 
but she did not run to see him off, and had already taken coins out of her 
bag, halfway to the payphone. She would probably call home to let her 
daughter know that she was close.

He exhaled softly and closed his eyes. Today was a good day.

 “Hey.”

He didn’t think the speaker was addressing him, so he kept his eyes shut.

 “Hey. You asleep?”

The voice was familiar. When he opened his eyes, he was startled.

 “You... you alright?”

 “What does it look like? I’m surprised to run into you!”

The man, an old colleague of his, sat down heartily with a thud, right next 
to him.

 “You look tired. You okay?”

 “Ah, I’m… wait, when’d you leave the hospital?"

 “It’s been two years already.”

 “I see… I was worried about you.”

 “I thought so, too. I wanted to let you know, but work’s been   
 busy. So—this is what I’m doing now.”

The man handed him a business card, and he was shocked.
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 “Company president?! A one-man show?”

 “It’s a small company,” he said, seeming a little bashful.

 “We started out with three people, but a year and a half later   
 there are fifteen of us.”

 “That’s amazing!”

 “Well I kinda got lucky.”

Hearing his friend say this, deep emotion welled up inside him, and he 
found himself unable to say anything. It was because this man was said 
to be as unlucky as one can get. But, he thought, what a day it had been, 
for he’d chanced upon two dear people from his past. 

“But…” he began to speak, faltering. “...I thought you had hard 
feelings for me.”

 “Yeah, I guess I did, to be honest.”

It was justified. He had forced this colleague of his to cover for him at work. 
The reason for that had been fairly trivial; that day happened to be the 
birthday of a bartender who he was close with. His colleague reluctantly 
went to the worksite in his place, only to be caught in an industrial fire at 
the factory. He didn’t have time to escape, and sustained severe burns. 
After being hospitalized for a long period, his nerves were damaged, 
and he had no choice but to resign from work. For quite some time this 
memory of his colleague’s suffering had eaten away at him. 

 “You can hit me if it’ll make you feel any better.”

 “Don’t be silly,” the man laughed.

“The compensation money I got from the factory let me start my  
company. I did that, and realized how fun it is. And I certainly didn’t 
expect this, but I think I’ve got a bit of a knack for management.”

 “It must be because you’re successful, huh,” he said, laughing.

“So it is. There’s no point in lamenting our own misfortunes, as 
people always do. Everyone’s got their share of bad luck, but just 
by living you can turn it into good fortune. I know it’s corny, but 
that’s really how I feel.”

 “And aren’t you the fatter one, wearing the nicer suit,” he teased.
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“Ah. I’m a president after all. I drive a Mercedes. Tonight I drank at 
the function so I decided to take the train.”

 “Well isn’t that great.”

“Yeah, from here on out,” the man nodded, "every day’s exciting, 
worth living. If I were a salaryman, I doubt I’d enjoy anything. 
Well—here’s my stop already. Come by to visit sometime. I got a 
new place this year, and hey, it’s a nice little place. Definitely come 
sometime. Oops! Gotta run, see ya.”

With brute strength, his former co-worker wrenched open the closed 
doors and got off the train.

“Bastard…” he grumbled without thinking. Before, he’d been a docile man 
of few words. But now he self-importantly rambles on and on and won’t 
let you slip in a single word. If it weren’t for his face, he couldn’t possibly 
think that was the same man. 

And yet, he was glad. He felt relieved of the weight he’d borne in his 
chest for such a long time. What a nice evening, tonight is, he thought. 
He glanced at the station map. Three stops to go. There wasn’t enough 
time to sleep. Still somehow, with a peaceful feeling inside him he began 
to close his eyes…

 “Mommy…” came the voice of a girl, “It’s that guy.”

He opened his eyes and became aware of a girl, about middle-school age, 
staring directly at him. Who could it be? He still wasn’t sure, but he saw 
the mother standing with the child, and something caught his attention. 

“Oh, thank you,” the mother said, while looking as if she might fall 
over in the wobbling train. 

He raised himself a bit and bowed his head.

 “Thank you so much,” the mother again expressed her gratitude.

 “No problem. You already thanked me enough at the time.”

He turned his gaze toward the girl.

 “So this is the girl?”

 “Yes, she’s fifteen now.”

 “She's gotten so big! I hardly recognized her.”
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He spoke from the heart. As if it had all happened recently.

 “Thank you,” the girl spoke clearly and thanked him.

“After... that, my husband abruptly had to transfer work, and 
couldn’t thank you properly… I have been bothered by that ever 
since.”

“No no, it’s completely alright. Your husband was a bank clerk, 
right?”
 
“Yes. And because of that incident, the work transfer was quite 
sudden. This year, we returned to this area.”

“I see. So you’re back in the old house?”

“No, that place is already…” she said, frowning, and the girl 
laughed.

“This time Mommy rented an apartment in the middle of the city. 
But now she’s worried about being hit by cars,” she said.

“That’s what it’s like to be a parent.”

“We’re going to stay at my aunt’s place. Because this kid’s got 
winter break starting today.”

It was five, no, six years ago that this little girl had been kidnapped, and 
a ransom demanded by the kidnappers. By chance, on his way to visit a 
regular was client, he had noticed an odd-looking car with its license plate 
concealed, and upon looking inside, he found the girl bound and wrapped 
up in a blanket. Having no idea when the captor might return, he was in 
a tight spot, so he put the girl in his own vehicle and drove madly to the 
nearest police station. Thinking about it later, he thought that the drive 
had perhaps been the scariest part of it.

 “The criminal was caught, too. What a relief,” she said.

 “Was that well after the fact?”

“Yes, about half a year later. I was so worried that I couldn’t leave 
this kid alone for even an instant.”

“Mommy would stay with me until we were inside the school 
building. She came with me to the bathroom too.”

He laughed.
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“When I heard that they’d caught the criminal, I stayed in bed for 
three days,” the mother said as she, too, laughed.

“You know, for me that was even a sort of high point, although I 
know it sounds a little strange in this case. I felt like a hero straight 
out of the movies.”

“I’m sure you’re still a hero in her eyes.”

“A middle-aged guy like me? That makes me happy!”

“I’m always telling her: if you get married, marry a guy like that 
man.”

“Mommy!”

The girl’s cheeks were red as she poked at her mother.

 “Wow, time to get off already. Well, if you’ll excuse us.”

 “I’m so glad we met, thank you.”

 “I would like to thank you properly sometime!”

Both mother and daughter bowed their heads several times before getting 
off the train. He noticed then that there were very few people left on the 
train. Just one more station until he’d get off. 

Oh man… What a strange night it had been, altogether. Three people, and 
not just any people, but all individuals he hadn’t seen in quite some time, 
and who for various reasons he could not get out of his head. Was such a 
thing even possible? 

Then he thought—maybe this sequence of events was his Christmas 
present. People who’d suffered at his hand, people he’d saved from some 
crisis or other, they were all getting on well. Maybe it was precisely this 
knowledge that had been given to him. But from whom? He didn’t really 
believe in any god. But only today, just this one evening, perhaps he could 
bring himself to believe in the existence of some god, he thought. He was 
really, truly glad. 

Suddenly he closed his eyes. No, he couldn’t sleep, he had to get off at the 
next station! If he missed it, he might not be able to get home that night. 
No, he wouldn’t fall asleep. He was just closing his eyes for a little while. 
On this wonderful night, to ensure his happiness, he thought, why not 
close his eyes dramatically as if acting out a part in a play? Right? With his 
eyes closed, not just the faces of the people he’d met, but those of various 
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others appeared to him. He closed his eyes and was still…

 “I give up.”
 
The older train conductor crossed his arms and looked sullen.

 “Sorry.”

The younger conductor scratched his head as he stood next to his senior.

 “Didja get in touch already?”

 “Yes. Now the police are—”
 

“It’s because this is common during the winter. Haven’t they been 
warning us?”

“I’m sorry,” the younger conductor apologized once more.

“But I just never would’ve thought there’d be anyone riding an 
out-of-service train.”

“These guys, they seem to get in anywhere. I guess they do it to 
get out of the wind and rain.”

With a sour face he looked down on the man curled up in the corner of 
the seat. Even if he wanted to, that man wouldn’t be getting off now. He’s 
dead, frozen to death. 

“How old do you think he is?”

“No idea.”

The senior conductor shrugged his shoulders.

 “With him looking like this, I got no clue.”

At a glance, one would think the man was a vagrant. His stubble was half 
white, almost as if frost had settled there. Proportionally, though, he had 
plenty of hair on his head, so maybe he wasn’t that old.

 “Must have been a big drinker.”

The vagrant still clutched an empty whiskey bottle as if it were his own 
child.

“Heavy drinker eh? Even if he hadn’t died here he would’ve ruined 
his body and died regardless.”

“I suppose. But…”
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 “What?”

“I bet he was having a good dream. Would you look at that, he’s 
grinning.”

“Maybe so. Alright, go and tell them to get it done quick! We’re 
busy here!”

 “Understood!”

The young conductor went to the platform, breathing clouds of white into 
his hands, numb from the cold. After he left, the older conductor, who 
was nearing fifty, was so stunned by the apparent calmness and happy 
expression on the vagrant’s face that he could hardly take his eyes off 
him. Why on earth did he look so happy? Despite having died in such a 
miserable way. As if breaking free from something, the senior conductor 
exited to the platform. The intense cold of that morning penetrated all the 
way to the tips of his fingers and toes. And yet a far, far colder gust blew 
through his chest. When would his time come? Could he die with such a 
contented demeanor? Perfectly happy, with a tranquil face?

The younger conductor came back running. But the older conductor 
couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore.
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Discovering Dialogue Between Music, 
Avant-Garde, and Melodrama: 
The Film Scores of Tōru Takemitsu
by Kyle Matthews

Melodrama is a mode of film, literature, and music present in every 
culture’s history, serving as a method of storytelling founded in resonating 
with human emotion. Unlike genres such as horror or comedy, melodrama 
itself is not an easy form to distinguish or define. The word “melodrama” 
is comprised of the Greek words melos, meaning “song,” and drama, a 
theatrical plot. In the musical context, melodrama refers to the music used 
to accompany the plot or the action of the characters. Since characters in 
melodrama are rarely developed on a deep level, this music personifies 
these characters and allows the audience to feel a deeper connection to 
the story. Although the function of music in melodrama remains relatively 
similar across different cultures, it is worth examining how different styles 
of music can work to produce an emotional effect in certain scenes of a 
film.
 
Tōru Takemitsu was a prolific Japanese composer and music philosopher 
of the 20th century. Takemitsu wrote mainly contemporary music but 
also collaborated with many great directors of the Japanese New Wave 
movement. Takemitsu mainly composed in a Western style, however he 
never shied away from the use of Japanese instruments or motifs; although 
Takemitsu was not a Japanese-style composer, there is no doubt that he 
understood, took pride in, and demonstrated his culture’s music history 
within his own works in a respectful way to escape any sort of “tokenism, 
colonialist trivialization, or even support for right-wing Nihonjin-ron 
“‘Japaneseness’ essentialism.”1 In fact, Takemitsu was also the first to use 
traditional Japanese instruments in a film score, Kobayashi’s Seppuku 
(1962)2. For this reason, Takemitsu’s scores—especially in Japanese-style 
1   Christopher Lehrich, “Hearing Transcendence: Distorted Iconism in Tōru Take-
mitsu’s Film Music,” Signs and Society 2, no. S1 (2014): 4, 5.   
2   Ibid, 29.
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films—take inspiration from Nohgaku and Kabuki music. 

Within traditional Japanese music, there is a basis of fundamental 
concepts which can be heard in Takemitsu’s film scores. Most important 
is Ma (間), the concept of space between notes, possible derived from 
Zen philosophy, and Mu (無). The way Japanese traditional music is used 
in Kabuki, or even in modern film, relies heavily on the use of Ma. The 
space between the notes acts as an emphasis to the moments when the 
instrument or singer actually sounds. Ma was at the heart of Takemitsu’s 
music and an important element of his compositions. In an essay, he 
describes his conception of Ma:

The sounds of a single stroke of biwa plectrum or a single breath 
through the shakuhachi can so transport our reason because 
they are of extreme complexity; they are already complete in 
themselves. Just one such sound can be complete in itself, for 
its complexity lies in the formulation of ma, an unquantifiable 
metaphysical space (duration) of dynamically tensed absence of 
sound. For example, in the performance of Nō, the ma of sound 
and silence does not have an organic relation for the purpose of 
artistic expression. Rather, these two elements contrast sharply 
with one another in an immaterial balance.  Japanese sensibility has 
produced the unique concept of ma in response to hearing these 
highly complex sounds, each one of which can be appreciated 
as individual and complete in itself. [...] It is through being freed 
from fixity of expressive meaning, through becoming all the more 
complexly refined, that sounds can be equal with nothingness, 
like the natural sounds which come from a grove of bamboo.3

Additionally, the concept of Ma is mirrored by the Kabuki and Noh technique 
of ito ni noru (糸に載る), which literally translates to “get on the strings”; 
this technique was used by actors and musicians to sync up actors’ lines 
with musical percussive hits or notes. These two concepts provide the 
basis for analyzing Japanese traditional music in a melodramatic lens. In 
melodrama, Japanese traditional music, unlike Western music, does not 

3   Tōru Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selected Writings, ed. and trans. by Yoshi-
ko Kakudo and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley: Fallen Leaf Press, 1995).
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use heavy orchestration or musical motifs to provide emotional context. 
Instead, it uses these concepts of Ma and ito ni noru to provide a feeling 
of reality versus illusion. These singular notes separated by space act 
as exclamation points, emphasizing the most emotional parts of actors’ 
performance even making them seem excessive at times. In Western 
music, percussive rhythmic intensity—the addition of more instruments 
for volume or thickness of sound—acts as a textural crescendo in the 
same way. In his essay “Hearing Transcendence: Distorted Iconism in 
Tōru Takemitsu’s Film Music,” the scholar Christopher Lehrich claims 
that “Takemitsu’s music draws the audience into the role of the weeping, 
impotent gods.”4 This style of composing lends itself to melodrama, as 
emotion in film has an immediate impact on a present audience. 

Takemitsu was often involved with the production of the films he 
wrote scores for from the very beginning of shooting. As Takemitsu 
considered melodrama’s history as a verbal description of music through 
monologue, he, too, considered music to be as important a part of the 
film as screenwriting. Masahiro Shinoda, one of the directors that 
frequently collaborated with Takemitsu, released Double Suicide in 1969. 
Interestingly, Shinoda even allowed Takemitsu to alter the final scene of 
the film to a different ending. Double Suicide is an arthouse film based on 
the Bunraku (puppet) play “Love Suicides at Amijima.” The film begins 
with puppets and a set being prepared by kurogo (stagehands dressed 
in all black). Quickly the scene transitions to live actors, but the kurogo 
remain, and the audience must question what realm of reality they are 
now in. The main character Jihei is a married man who pays no attention 
to his wife Osan, and instead is obsessed with a prostitute named Koharu. 
Jihei, a paper merchant, is treated badly by the townspeople and seen as 
a man without dignity. Jihei wants to redeem Koharu from her brothel but 
ultimately cannot afford it, mostly due to how much money he has already 
spent to see her. Jihei begins pawning his family’s items, including the 
clothes off their backs. Osan is forced to divorce and leave Jihei by her 
father, which is the final breaking point for Jihei that brings him to steal 
Koharu, and the two of them commit suicide together.

4   Lehrich, “Hearing Transcendence,” 24.       
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The score in Double Suicide is sparse, which actually works to the film’s 
advantage, as every note counts and has sincere meaning. In regards to 
this film score, Lehrich proposes that 

Takemitsu’s music creates a role for the audience, and 
precipitates us into it. The same effect has its greatest realization 
in Shinoda’s Double Suicide, where the silent, black-clad kuroko 
puppeteers who manipulate the actors are simultaneously 
witnesses and accomplices. In this film, Takemitsu’s music voices 
their inarticulate perspective, and in the process forces viewers 
to accept a measure of social responsibility for the tragedy.5

The power and effectiveness of Takemitsu’s sparse scoring can be heard 
when Jihei is confronted by his father-in-law about his pawning of their 
possessions. As he becomes increasingly angry, finding kimono that Jihei 
was about to pawn, he is accompanied a lone biwa. The biwa gradually 
picks up tempo as if to act as the audience’s gasp or sigh, or mirror the 
uncomfortable tension we feel, until finally reaching climax and resolving 
as his father-in-law finds Jihei’s young infant’s kimono. After being berated 
by his father-in-law to sign a letter of divorce, Jihei reaches his limit and 
shouts that he “will write it not with a brush,” as he stands and unsheathes 
his sword. This moment is punctuated by a surprising jolt of taiko drums. 
The drum accompaniment to Jihei’s action is perfectly timed to shock the 
viewer. The rhythm almost sounds like a stack of barrels falling, and is 
reminiscent of the feeling of your stomach dropping. Jihei’s father-in-law 
begins to pull Osan away as she screams that Jihei is being cruel, and the 
kurogo watch on, powerless, with Jihei’s children. As a sharp juxtaposition, 
a lone biwa strikes in intervals between her lines. The biwa here is crucial 
to the scene, as Osan’s screams are gut-wrenching. I contend that without 
these biwa notes, the viewer would feel too uncomfortable. One of the 
primary tenets of melodrama is portraying reality in excess; Takemitsu’s 
score pulls the viewer inbetween reality as a participant in the film, and 
as an audience member, in such a way to balance the emotional context 
of the scene, keeping reality and excess at a balanced medium. Takemitsu 
composed the music as punctuation or emphasis, as well as a means of 
providing the audience with an active role, and film critic Anne Rutherford 

5   Ibid, 17.
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points out that: 
The music in the film is sparse, erupting mostly in key moments 
when the power of the erotic or the intensity of the ethical 
conflict are at their highest. Shinoda has said that he learned 
from Takemitsu how to combine images and sound – how to use 
sound as the punctuation for images – and the taut relationship 
between sound and image, and the collaboration on the script 
itself, suggest a conceptualisation of these peak moments as 
performative knots in which all elements come together, in 
contrast to the relative thinness of the more domestic aspects of 
the film. It gives us a way to understand the energetic dynamics 
of the film.6

The duality of silence and sound in Ma, and the duality of human emotion 
and social obligation (ninjō and giri), common themes in Bunraku plays, 
naturally fit into the genre of melodrama. Characters in melodrama 
reflect the same duality as their plot, which is usually the duality between 
good and evil. The good characters are coded as good and can be easily 
identified, as can the villains. The main idea behind the dualities present 
in traditional Japanese music—especially found in Kabuki theatre and 
Double Suicide’s score—is that they lend themselves to melodrama 
in a way that is nonexistent in Western composers’ scores. When 
comparing the way emotions are created in Western music, especially in 
melodramatic film scores, a totally different set of techniques are used. 
This difference in technique is interesting to examine, considering they 
are used to create similar feelings. Western music in melodrama is known 
for its flourishing string lines, deep textures, and use of motifs. Melodrama 
itself in a Western context was used to describe Italian opera throughout 
the 17th century. There is a stronger use of melody within Western film 
scores to produce emotions from the audience. Most of this music takes 
inspiration from Russian and German composers such as Rachmaninoff, 
Brahms, and Mahler, as these composers created thick textures for large 
orchestras, mostly in the Romantic style. 

6   Anne Rutherford, “Double Suicide and the ‘Fetishism of Space’,” Senses of Cine-
ma, June 4, 2014, https://sensesofcinema.com/2011/cteq/double-suicide-and-the-
fetishism-of-space/.  
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Takemitsu is a perfect example for this type of comparison because of the 
variety of his composed works. He had an explosive personality and hated 
when directors would attempt to change his work, most famously during 
the production of Ran (1985). I do not think it is a coincidence that Ran 
has a score with such a variety of Japanese traditional music, paired with 
Western-style compositions. Was it Kurosawa’s demand for a Western 
Mahler-esque score that made Takemitsu feel so confined?

Akira Kurosawa began work on Ran, a Shakespearean-inspired epic, in 
1976. Kurosawa and Takemitsu collaborated to form a score whose basis 
was founded in tategoe, a “‘shrill-voice’ chant style adapted from Nō 
apparently without instrumentation.”7 However, after a box office failure 
for Kurosawa, production was delayed. Kurosawa later had a new idea: 
“he wanted Gustav Mahler—only “bigger!”8 Takemitsu, though furious, 
eventually agreed, saying, “Well... we did fight a lot about this. [...] But, 
finally, what could I do? The decision belongs to the director.”9 Ran was, 
to Kurosawa, everything that its named implied: chaos. The scenes were 
large in scale so it was only natural that he wanted the score to match 
them. Ran bears resemblance to King Lear; the plot is centered around 
the aging warlord Ichimonji, who decides to split his kingdom between his 
three sons. Ichimonji’s sons call his lectures and lessons foolish, describing 
their father as a hypocrite. Ichimonji himself used the most brutal tactics 
necessary to obtain power, so his sons question why they should not do 
the same. The three sons begin to attack each other and the film reaches 
its climax at the grand battle for the third castle. Lehrich describes the 
scene:

Blood runs in streams. Armored men impaled by thickets of 
arrows crawl in agony and collapse. Weeping women slash 
their throats. A fleeing warrior is ridden down by an army of 
horsemen. The predominant colors are the yellow and red of 
the attackers’ flags, the black of the defenders’ armor, streaked 
everywhere with lurid crimson and a hazy blue reflected from 

7   Lehrich, “Hearing Transcendence,” 7.
8   Ibid, 11.
9   Music for the Movies: Toru Takemitsu, directed by Charlotte Zwerin (2007; West   
Long Beach , NJ: Kultur Video), DVD.
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the sky. Smoke billows from the castle, set afire by waves of 
blazing arrows. It is a scene from hell, only too believably human.10

Although Ran is an acclaimed film, its excessive violence and battle 
scenes, and plot focused on a domestic feuding on a large scale, is 
reminiscent of melodrama. What makes the battle scene described by 
Lehrich so powerful is its score. During the entire scene, the audio is music 
alone, a composition by Takemitsu, titled “Hell’s Picture Scroll.” As the 
music progresses, a three note motif repeats. The music swells in volume 
and pitch, but unlike Takemitsu’s work on Double Suicide, it does not act 
as punctuation; that is to say, it does not sync up with any of the violent 
actions on screen, or actor’s movements. The scoring feels so thick and 
dissonant to really add to the sensation of hell, however, contrasting parts 
of solo oboe and flute, along with beautifully haunting romantic chords, 
remind the audience that humans are capable of such travesties. “Hell’s 
Picture Scroll,” unlike Takemitsu’s Japanese works, does not rely on rhythm 
to build and release tension, but rather relies on harmony and texture. 
From melodrama, we expect ascending string lines and crescendos from 
romantic scenes; from a battle scene, however, different types of emotions 
need to be evoked, so dissonant harmonies to work better. Music used 
during tense moments is just as powerful as music used during touching 
romantic ones.  

Western-styled music like “Hell’s Picture Scroll” then creates a 
melodramatic mood through what I would like to call “padding.” The 
padding of thick textures in Western music, as well as rhythmic space 
of Japanese traditional music, are two techniques to convey the same 
emotions. Lehrich describes the effect of padding Takemitsu’s orchestral 
scoring in Ran:

[Ran’s score] provides a meditative perspective on the events. 
The distant cinematography supports Takemitsu’s non-
dialectical musical viewer, who perceives and considers but does 
not interact with the garden. Given Takemitsu’s film tendencies, 
this already hints that the music not only guides audience 
contemplation of the events but also constructs our perspective 

10   Lehrich, “Hearing Transcendence,” 20.
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in terms of an essential but invisible role in the drama.1

As Lehrich writes, although the techniques in writing are different, the end 
result is the same in that the music “guides audience contemplation” and 
forces them “an essential but invisible role in the drama.” To say that one 
technique works better than the other would be false, though each have 
their benefits. Japanese-style music used in melodrama is able to more 
accurately convey natural sounds and feelings. The repetitive, rhythmic 
biwa stroke, as heard in Double Suicide, or a roll of a taiko drum sound more 
akin to a human heartbeat, or a rush of blood to the head. For that reason, 
hearing these sounds creates a more visceral experience and draws the 
audience deeper into the emotion of the actors or plot. Western-style 
compositions like those in Ran instead rely on overwhelming the listener. 
While the audience is watching an over-the-top scene, like a battle scene 
in Ran or a kiss scene in a romantic drama, as the scene builds, the music 
is introduced as the final push to send the audience over an “emotional 
boundary”—the same goal as Japanese Kabuki and Noh music—forcing 
the audience to take an active role in the film and become invested in 
what happens next.
 
Music and melodrama have an undeniable relationship, and their 
connection to each other and the way they evoke emotion from their 
audience is a strong indicator of human nature. Like a melodramatic film, 
music itself does not build rapport with its listeners through anything 
like character development; it is an extension of the composer’s and 
performers’ deepest emotions. In melodrama, the music is never the 
main focus of the film. Instead, it acts as “punctuation” or “padding,” as 
I have suggested, based on the composer’s style. In melodrama, where 
life is portrayed in excess, music within the films adds a layer of distance 
between direct reality and a distanced reality, where domestic quarrels or 
love affairs can be portrayed in a safe yet moving way. From Confronting 
Silence, a series of selected writings published a year before his death, 
Takemitsu ponders the connection between film music and the natural 
sounds of the earth which resonate in nature. He writes, “Composition 
gives proper meaning to the natural streams of sound that penetrate the 

1   Ibid, 23-24.
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world.”2 In a similar way, we can say that melodrama, in all its exaggeration 
and ridiculousness, gives proper meaning to our own domestic quarrels, 
love affairs, and human behavior.

2   Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selected Writings, ed. and trans. by Yoshiko 
Kakudo and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley: Fallen Leaf Press, 1995).
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“How Could I Speak to You?”: 
Conversing Across a Literary Universe
by Jiaxin Amy Peng

In the imperial court of Heian-Period Japan (794-1195 CE), 
communication among aristocrats took on a variety of forms, not all of 
which involved direct speech. Behind curtains and sliding doors, and 
under a strictly disciplined social hierarchy, men and women expressed 
themselves through letters, poems, songs, and even scented robes.3 
As a group blessed with high aesthetic consciousness, the denizens 
of the court crafted their words and poems into exquisite artifacts, 
often alluding to masterpieces of the past while demonstrating their 
skills and knowledge in calligraphy and courtly codes of behavior. In 
some cases, so strong was their aesthetic obsession that the polishing 
of individual aesthetic sensibilities seemed to be the purpose of their 
poetic exchanges, rather than to build intimacy. As the cornerstone of 
the Japanese literary tradition and a fictional encyclopedia of romantic 
relationships in Heian Japan’s imperial court, Murasaki Shikibu’s The 
Tale of Genji embraces these poetically sophisticated exchanges 
between men and women. However, Murasaki Shikibu uses these 
fictional conversations not only to depict the challenges and appreciate 
the sophistication of male-female communication, but through 
them, unravels the possibilities of building interpersonal intimacy 
which were suppressed by social and gender barriers. She lets her 
characters develop intimacy with themselves and with their loved ones; 
simultaneously, the freedom bestowed by her world of fiction opens the 
door for Shikibu herself to engage in an intertextual conversation with 
other Heian authors and their works.

3   For example, keepsake robes were often viewed as a way for the givers to indi-
cate that they had bestowed all their feelings and affections (the 魂 “tama”) to the 
robes for the receivers to take away with them. 
Rajyashree Pandey, “Tama and the Erotics of Keepsake Robes,” in Perfumed 
Sleeves and Tangled Hair: Body, Woman, and Desire in Medieval Japanese Narra-
tives. (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2016), 39-42.
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Introducing Lady Akashi
Among Genji’s numerous wives, companions, and love interests, most 
develop their relationships with Genji through letters that include both 
prose and poetry. But one exceptional case stands out: the daughter 
of a provincial governor who steals Genji’s heart in the faraway land of 
Akashi builds her relationship with Genji solely on a poetic basis, and 
keeps her prose writing to herself.

But Lady Akashi’s reluctance in her prose writings to Genji do not 
confine her to the palace of poetry. Realizing the wonder of novels, 
Shikibu gives Lady Akashi page after page to record her thoughts 
about Genji—words that are never spoken to anyone but herself. Lady 
Akashi’s delicate prose for reflection, coupled with her marvelous 
poetry, make her stand out as a prominent thought-driven character in a 
sensibility-infused story.4  By writing Lady Akashi as a woman born into 
a lower-class family, Shikibu not only accurately portrays the character’s 
unwillingness to speak as a product of the existing class differential, 
but also reimagines her reticence in speech as a prolificacy in thought 
and interiority, powerfully illustrating the charm of both physical and 
psychological expression. This brainchild of Shikibu’s preserves the 
sophistication of court poetry, touches the primal part of human brain—
interior thought—in an intimate nature, and elevates the literary-critical 
value of narration.

Translating “Reversed Kaimami”
Though Lady Akashi is humble with her words, she is not shy with 
her eyes. Before she and Genji meet formally, she catches a glimpse of 
Genji before he sees her. In the literature of Heian Japan, this is almost 
unprecedented. Aristocratic women at the time were often hidden away 
behind curtains, blinds, folding screens and sliding doors, preventing 
people from directly looking at them as a means to preserve their social 
superiority and domesticity. The action of kaimami (垣間見), or “peeking 
through a crack,” was a common behavior of men seeking to establish 

4   Only a few other characters in The Tale of Genji show this type of developed 
interiority, and such revelations come late in the story. Even the main protagonist, 
the Radiant Prince Genji, does not start thinking or contemplating until he becomes 
the most powerful person in Japan as his son Reizei takes the throne.
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sexual dominance over women, as well as a ubiquitous literary trope 
in pre-modern Japanese literature. For example, The Tales of Ise (ca. 
947), a possible source for The Tale of Genji, opens with a story of a 
man who peeks at a pair of sisters through a crack.5 However, Lady 
Akashi challenges the norm and sees Genji first, making a move that 
can be interpreted as the only female-to-male “reversed kaimami” 
in The Tale of Genji. Lady Akashi’s unusual behavior fascinates the 
keenest readers: the translators who have rendered the text into modern 
Japanese and English over the last century. In their translations of this 
crucial scene which sets the tone for the complex relationship between 
Lady Akashi and Genji, translators have taken all degrees of liberty to 
showcase, within their respective historical and cultural contexts, their 
interpretations of this singularity in the Heian power dynamics and 
gender norms.

This unique episode of Lady Akashi’s is originally written in a shockingly 
casual voice, with the narration simply using the humble form of the 
verb “to see” (見る) or “to humbly observe” (見立てまつりし) to describe 
Lady Akashi’s first glimpse of Genji.6 The translator who produced the 
first modern Japanese translation of The Tale of Genji, Yosano Akiko, 
describes Lady Akashi’s glimpse of Genji in her third translation of the 
book (1938-1939) using the phrase “sukimami” (隙間見), or “seeing 
through a crack.”7 Though the diction is not identical to the common 
trope of kaimami, by using this phrase to translate “to humbly observe,” 
Yosano hints at the possibility that Lady Akashi has taken the dominant 
(conventionally male) position from the very beginning. Following 
Yosano’s work, in Tanizaki Jun’ichirō’s 1964-1965 translation, he pulls 
Lady Akashi back to the same level as Genji, translating her discovery of 
Genji using a neutral expression: “when I realized that such a wonderful 
man does exist in this world.”8 Tanizaki preserves Lady Akashi’s 
5   Joshua S. Mostow and Royall Tyler, trans. The Ise Stories: Ise monogatari (Hono-
lulu: University of the Hawaʻi Press Mostow, 2010), 14
6   Eiichi Shibuya, Genji Monogatari no Sekai, published March 26, 2003, 
http://genji-monogatari.net/
7   Ibid.
8   All English translations are done by me, unless cited otherwise. 
The original Japanese: “世にはこういうおん方もいらしったのだと分かってみますと.”  
Jun’ichirō Tanizaki, “Akashi,” in Jun’ichirō-yaku Genji Monogatari vol.3 [eBook edi-
tion]. (Tokyo: Koten Kyōyō Bunko, 2017).
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initiative by keeping her in charge of the action through the usage of 
an active verb, though the intrusiveness of “seeing” (見る) is diluted by 
a euphemism that signifies only the acknowledgement of existence: 
“realize” (分る). English translator Royall Tyler, on the other hand, brings 
Lady Akashi down to her lower birth status in the hierarchical Heian 
period by taking away her initiative in the act of observing Genji. In 
Tyler’s translation, published in 2001, he translates the scene as follows:

As for the young lady, the sight of Genji in this desert where no 
one, however ordinary, seemed in the least presentable taught 
her at last that such a man could exist and made it all too plain 
where she stood herself.9

Tyler lets the narrator, not Lady Akashi, tell the story, eliminating both 
the “seeing” in Yosano’s translation and the “I” in Tanizaki’s version, 
turning Lady Akashi into a passively narrated character. This renders 
her not as a singularity, but a fitting representation of a woman born 
into a lower-class family. More eccentrically, in novelist Hashimoto 
Osamu’s Yōhen Genji-monogatari (1995), a retelling of The Tale of Genji 
from Genji’s perspective, Lady Akashi gives up trying to describe her 
actions and sighs, “Why did I end up seeing him?”10 Hashimoto shifts the 
focus from the action to the aftermath, concentrating on Lady Akashi’s 
ambivalence in meeting a man she adores, while also knowing their 
social statuses do not match and her feelings are in vain. However, 
Hashimoto also addresses the peculiarity of Lady Akashi’s action by 
letting his narrator, Genji, poignantly comment that the principle of 
love is for “men to kaimami women, and women to be kaimami-ed!”11 
The variations in translations show that this one behavior carries 
with it a pool of possibilities that have caused translators to navigate 
and discover the one that speaks to them, their language, and their 
social context most closely. The myriad of readings of this one scene 
consequently illuminates Lady Akashi’s unprecedented character trait 
as a woman who breaches the existing gender and power relations by 
taking the first glimpse of a man. From there, Lady Akashi will continue 

9   Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji, trans, Royall Tyler (New York: Viking, 2001),  
262.
10   Osamu Hashimoto, Yōhen Genji-monogatari (Tokyo: Chūkōbunko, 1995), 205
11   Ibid, 207.
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on to surprise readers with her conspicuous talent in poetry.

Conversing in Intertextuality
Although Genji and his lovers (including Lady Akashi) always speak to 
each other through poems, the intricacy behind Lady Akashi’s poetry is 
extraordinary. One excellent example is Lady Akashi’s reply to Genji’s 
explicit seduction when he visits her for the first time on a beautiful 
moonlit night. 
Facing Genji’s elaborately crafted romantic overture:

むつごとを12	 	 If there were someone13 
語りあはせむ  I could talk to intimately,
人もがな	 	 would I awaken
憂き世の夢も	 from the dream that is
なかば覚むやと	 this world of woe

Lady Akashi responds with the following poem: 
明けぬ夜に		 Wandering just as I am,
やがて惑へる	 	 Lost in the darkness
心には	 	 Of a night without end,
いづれを夢と	 	 how could I speak to you
わきて語らむ	 	 Not knowing what is dream, what is reality

Like many poems from this era, Lady Akashi’s reply is not only plot-
relevant in the context of The Tale of Genji, but filled with allusions 
to great poems of the past. This poem first alludes to the imperial 
anthology of waka poetry, the Kokin Wakashū, commonly abbreviated 
to Kokinshū, which served as a handy source of poems for many other 
pre-modern Japanese literary works. More specifically, Lady Akashi’s 
response alludes to poems 646 and 647 in the Kokinshū. The two 
poems are as follows:

12   The Japanese of the poetic exchange between Genji and Lady Akashi is from 
Shibuya, Genji Monogatari no Sekai.
13   The English translations of the poetic exchange between Genji and Lady Akashi 
are from Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji, trans. Dennis Washburn (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 2015), 306. 
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No. 646   
かきくらす14	 	 I	wandered, too,15

心の闇に		 	 in heart-binding darkness
まどひにき			 was it dream
夢うつつとは		 or reality?
世人さだめよ		 Let others decide.

No. 647
むばたまの		 The reality of our meeting16

闇のうつつは	 	 in the pitch-black darkness
さだかなる		 was in no way superior
夢にいくらも	 	 to seeing you clearly
まさらざりけり	 	 in my vivid dream. 

The two poems were archived under the same volume and placed 
next to each other in the Kokinshū, therefore it’s not surprising to find 
similarities between them; even people who cannot read Japanese 
can recognize the same kanji characters appearing in both. However, 
Lady Akashi’s poem also shares a considerable number of words and 
expressions with these two waka from the Kokinshū. The following 
chart shows the words and phrases shared among the three poems (see 
Figure 1 on pg. 42).

After crossing out all the words that Lady Akashi’s poem has in common 
with the two waka from the Kokinshū and eliminating adverbs that 
contribute little to the content, only one complete phrase remains in Lady 
Akashi’s waka: “how could I speak to you.” Evidently, this is the gist of 
Lady Akashi’s attitude towards Genji’s pursuit: she feels overwhelmed 
by the interest of the Imperial Prince and thinks herself unworthy 
of speaking to him. Furthermore, the fact that this sole line is not an 
allusion to an earlier poem makes it original to Shikibu’s story. Shikibu 
transcends her own ability to weave together threads from the past 
and knit them into her present Genji tapestry, taking one step further by 
14   The Japanese of the two poems from the Kokinshū are from Hirohiko Takada, 
Shinpan Kokin Wakashū gendaigo-yaku tsuki (Tokyo: Kadokawa, 2014).
15   English translation from Haruo Shirane, Traditional Japanese Literature: An 
Anthology, Beginnings to 1600 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 108.
16   English translation from Dennis Washburn, The Tale of Genji, 8.
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using the voice of her fictional character to not only reference the past, 
but to tell her own story. 

Yet in this same original line, “How could I speak to you?”, Shikibu is also 
planting her own response to a mystery recorded in another essential 
literary work of Heian Japan: The Tales of Ise. The Tales of Ise is an 
uta-monogatari, or a narrative (monogatari), combining descriptive 
background prose with a series of uta, or poems. Waka 646 in the 
Kokinshū, which I transcribed above as one of the references in Lady 
Akashi’s poem, is also the base poem for the sixty-ninth story of The 
Tales of Ise. 

The sixty-ninth episode in The Tales of Ise tells the story of an imperial 
huntsman and the Ise Priestess. The huntsman wants to court the 
Priestess, and the Priestess reciprocates by appearing at the huntsman’s 
bedroom at night; they spend the night together until the early morning, 
but “she [leaves] before they had said a single word to each other.”17 In 
classical Japanese, “kataru” (語る) carries not only the literal meaning of 
“to say” or “to talk,” but also “to have sex.” This connotation embedded 
within the word has puzzled those who have tried to decode the degree 
of intimacy from the text. In his commentary to this story, translator 
Joshua Mostow details the analytical debates around what really 
happened during the time the two spent together, and categorizes the 
scholars into three groups: first, those who think “no words” means they 
had sex, those who think “no words” means they exchanged “no vows,” 
and thus they did not have sex, or those who do not care about the 
sex.18

 
Mostow’s comment does not include any mention of Murasaki Shikibu, 
but the remaining original line from Lady Akashi’s poem, “How could 
I speak to you?”, resonates with this story in a tangential, yet tangible 
manner. In fact, I propose that Shikibu planted her interpretation of 
this famous scene—the mystery about what happened between the 
huntsman and the Ise Priestess—in her own novel. By composing such 

17   Mostow, The Ise Stories: Ise monogatari, 149-150.
18   Ibid, 150.
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a strikingly familiar episode in The Tale of Genji through the character 
of Lady Akashi, Shikibu creates a poetic parallel universe that shares 
not only the literary components, but also interpretational experiences 
with the sixty-ninth story of The Tales of Ise. Using this parallel universe, 
Murasaki Shikibu manages to deliver her conclusion for the mystery 
without explicitly mentioning its source. By aligning Lady Akashi with 
the Ise Priestess, Shikibu explains that the reason for “no words” has 
nothing to do with sex; reading the Ise story alongside the Genji, it 
would appear that the Ise Priestess, preoccupied like Lady Akashi with 
the anxiety arising from unequal social status and her own complex 
psychology, is simply so distraught that she becomes incapable of 
opening her mouth and exchanging words.

Genji, himself a master poet and romance enthusiast, is already dazzled 
by Lady Akashi’s sheer skill in court poetry. Were he ever to realize that 
this reply from Lady Akashi is not only to him, but to a next-door literary 
consciousness, he would have wept in awe of Lady Akashi’s brilliance. 
Shikibu, interestingly, does give Genji a clue about the “Ise universe.” In 
the paragraph after Lady Akashi’s poem, the narrator writes that Genji 
feels Lady Akashi “put him very much in mind of the lady at Rokujō, who 
was now in Ise [emphasis added] with her daughter.”19 Maybe what 
Genji is reminded of is not only the courteous Lady Rokujō, but where 
she is: Ise, as in the next-door Tales of Ise and its Ise Priestess.

Enriching Genji
Though Genji’s ceaseless pursuit of Lady Akashi and his amazement 
at her poetry give readers a clear picture of how much he loves her, 
the reserved Lady Akashi says little to answer his love. The poems 
generated by Lady Akashi often sound dismissive and pessimistic, but 
her true feelings are revealed through her extensive internal monologues 
rendered in prose. After Genji coerces Lady Akashi to sleep with him, 
a common practice in Heian court literature,20 and does not come back 
to visit her more often, she mourns in her heart that Genji’s absence is 

19   Washburn, The Tale of Genji, 306.
20   Margaret Childs, “The Value of Vulnerability: Sexual Coercion and the Nature of 
Love in Japanese Court Literature,” The Journal of Asian Studies 58, no. 4 (1999): 
1059-1079.
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the proof that “his feelings for her were not sincere,” implying that she 
herself has sincere affection for Genji.21 If we read through all twenty-
nine pages of the “Akashi” chapter in Washburn’s translation, we find 
that Lady Akashi composes a total of six waka and nothing else, but 
spends at least half a page marveling at Genji while acknowledging that 
her miserable status will never match his, appreciating Genji’s skills in 
poetry and the koto. At the same time, she doubts the sincerity of Genji’s 
feelings, criticizing her parents for placing unrealistic expectations on 
her future, and concludes that starting a relationship with the Prince 
will only bring her misery.22 After establishing a relationship with Genji, 
she dedicates another paragraph to her regret for the affair because of 
Genji’s indifference, thinking about her aging parents and wishing to 
throw herself into the sea.23 

In contrast to Lady Akashi, the other crucial woman in Genji’s life—
his current wife Lady Murasaki—is not one who indulges in such 
introspection. Lady Murasaki and Genji always speak directly to each 
other, throwing loving words, trivial accusations, and cheeky phrases 
at each other like a modern married couple. Though the pair possesses 
a great amount of power and respect, Genji and Lady Murasaki rarely 
appear to be chained by court principles or gender norms. Genji speaks 
to Lady Murasaki casually, and Lady Murasaki responds in her iconic 
sharp manner. On the other hand, the relationship between Genji and 
Lady Akashi is much more reserved and courteous; during the couple’s 
days at Akashi Bay, their conversations consist of flattery and poems 
from Genji, and carefully crafted waka from Lady Akashi. In some way, 
the relationship between Genji and Lady Akashi resembles more of a 
conventional marriage in the imperial court than that between Genji 
and Lady Murasaki. The constant banter between Lady Murasaki and 
Genji adds to the intimacy of the marriage, whereas Lady Akashi’s inner 
monologues add to the depth and complexity of her relationship with 
Genji.

21   Washburn, The Tale of Genji, 307.
22   Ibid, 304.
23   Ibid, 308.
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Both ladies matter enormously to Genji in a complementary way: 
Shikibu created these two seemingly polar opposite characters not to 
compete for Genji’s affections, but to coexist as separate individuals 
who fulfill Genji’s insatiable desire for love in their own ways. By 
placing Lady Murasaki and Genji’s relationship alongside that of Lady 
Akashi and Genji’s, Murasaki Shikibu creates two relationships that 
intensify concurrently, and through them, we catch a glimpse of the 
multi-dimensionality of the author’s personality. Shikibu introduces the 
Lady Akashi’s storyline differently from Genji’s usual affairs; while the 
conflicts between Lady Murasaki and Genji are often resolved by Genji 
assuring Lady Murasaki that his love for her will never be lessened by 
the presence of other women, Shikibu instead nourishes Genji’s growing 
affection for Lady Akashi as he keeps his love for Lady Murasaki.24 By 
doing so, Shikibu not only blesses Genji with two desirable relationships, 
but also enriches the story with new joys.

Liberating Murasaki Shikibu
The character of Lady Murasaki is often said to be based on Murasaki 
Shikibu herself. In fact, the commonly known name for the author is 
indeed coined by Lady Murasaki’s name, “Murasaki,” and the rank of 
the author’s father, “Shikibu.” It therefore makes sense that Genji and 
Murasaki marry each other for love—as if Murasaki Shikibu were giving 
a relatively satisfactory life to her alter ego in this fictional world. What, 
then, is the motivation behind the creation of Lady Akashi? As I looked 
at how these two characters simultaneously gain importance both in the 
court and in the narrative, and at how they coexist in different domains, I 
was struck by the realization that the alter ego Murasaki Shikibu created 
through the avatar of Lady Murasaki might be incomplete. Though 
Lady Murasaki encompasses Murasaki Shikibu’s gifts in expressive art 
and poetry, Lady Murasaki does not inherit the complex inner life or 
sophistication of thought which characterizes the Murasaki Shikibu who 
enjoyed writing novels and reimagining past stories. Perhaps Shikibu 
recovered these missing pieces in the puzzle of her alter ego and placed 
them in the character of Lady Akashi.

24   Ibid, 307.
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As the manifestation of ideals and profound thoughts, Lady Akashi 
transcends her status as the daughter of a provincial governor25 and 
becomes Shikibu’s portal to provoke thought and evoke depth in 
her novel. The existence of Lady Akashi also frees Murasaki Shikibu 
from needing to spell out everything, allowing her to insert ideas and 
contemplations about matters which are not only shared in The Tale 
of Genji, but in the larger context of Heian literature. Psychological 
complexity is often considered a crucial qualifier for a novel, and 
the creation of Lady Akashi broadens the scope and subtlety of 
introspection, and introduces inner conflict to the hodgepodge of social-
romantic entanglement, adding yet another layer to this thousand year-
old tale, centuries before the rise of novel in Europe. 

As the creator of it all, Murasaki Shikibu is rightfully omnipotent in every 
corner of her imaginary imperial court. She communicates, through her 
prose and poems, from a universal consciousness of Heian literature 
with her characters, as well as with fellow writers and poets. However, 
Shikibu references the past not only to decorate her own story, but to 
respond and rewrite that history. Through the creation of Lady Akashi, 
Shikibu writes the story of an iconic character in The Tale of Genji, and 
also rewrites the story of the Ise Priestess from The Tales of Ise. Shikibu 
invites other texts into the palace of her novel, but rather than letting 
them sit awkwardly around her, she dresses them up in new poetic 
robes, and sends them back to add new interpretations to their own 
stories. By accessing tales of the past, she becomes the author of not 
only The Tale of Genji, but a broader collection of Heian literature. 

Conclusion
Social norms and physical barriers forced conversations in Heian Japan 
to only take on certain forms, restraining people from developing 
relationships and intimacy. Men and women honed their aesthetic 
and literary sensibilities, and thus began speaking affectionately with 
their brushes. For Murasaki Shikibu, who served in the imperial court 
as a lady-in-waiting, writing became a medium for her to speak freely 

25   This also resonates with Murasaki Shikibu, as her father was also a provincial 
governor.
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without offending the existing social mores. In the world she conjures, 
one line of her ink could drip through layers of history, summoning 
leaves of words from the past. But Shikibu does not overflood her 
story with explicit narration; rather, she brings complexity into both her 
characters and her words. A character like Lady Akashi develops the 
plot, establishing herself as a psychologically complex and charmingly 
talented character, while serving as a vessel for her creator to deliver 
intertextual interpretations of episodes in neighboring literary universes. 
Characters no longer talk only to each other, but to the entire Heian 
literary tradition, and Murasaki Shikibu continues to impress with her 
meticulously sculpted, multi-faceted phrases, strategically placed 
among the lyrical prose like streaks of gold on a grand byōbu. Just as the 
character of Lady Akashi gives birth to the Emperor of Japan in The Tale 
of Genji, Murasaki Shikibu reimagines Heian Japan with a complexity 
in interiority and intertextuality so expansive that some still await to be 
discovered by keen readers willing to study her way of speaking.
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The Story of Me, Hidari kara Migi e
by Minae Mizumura
translated from Japanese by Mina Sharpe

 “Friday, December 13, 19XX”
 “Twenty years since our—”

“Our exile”? No. That sounds too futsuu. How about “the Exodus”? Oh yes, 
“the Exodus”! Yes, “Exodus” wo tsukaou. 
 
 “Twenty years since the Exodus.”

Sorede, what if I start with “Alas!”?
 
 “Alas! Twenty years since the Exodus!”

How about three exclamation marks to really mark that ‘de-den!’ I felt. 
 
 “Alas! Twenty years since the Exodus!!!”

No. That looks too gehin. Take out the last two. Delete and delete and, 
matte, do I hear a siren? 

Yes, I hear a siren— coming closer, closer, I hear a siren in the distance…

I look down to see little delicate snowflakes, dancing down the spotlight 
of the street lights lighting up the darkness. The outer pane of the double 
paned window quietly rattled with the wind. 

I wonder how much it snowed.

 Put Taro to sleep, and snow builds on Taro’s roof.
 Put Jiro to sleep, and snow builds on Jiro’s roof. 

And this was the only shi he could recite by heart.

Yes, this poem of two lines was the one poem that the “Mister” could recite 
from memory. One night, as he stood by the window and looked down on 
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the snow piling up, he hummed that one poem he knew by heart, a little 
shyly. And how I wished I had that yuki no keshiki in front of me.

Snow... snow building up... the snow that quietly continues to build up.

Not this powdery snow that blows away with the wind like sand in a 
desert, but at the very least dense snow, that’s soaked up a bunch of 
water. The palm of my hand remembers the bone-chilling cold of that 
kind of snow— da to omou, tabun. Or is my memory only an illusion of a 
memory?

As the dense snow continued to fall, thatched roofs covered in the white, 
heavy snow continued for miles and miles. Those endless white thatched 
roofs eventually blended into the hazy white mountains far, far, away. 
Even further down, they melted into the brightness of the snow, and with 
the mystical bright white sky. If you think about it, it was a sight that 
virtually does not exist anywhere on this world, the kind you only see 
on poster ads for train companies, and something that I personally have 
never seen in real life, of course. But in that moment, I suddenly imagined 
the pure bliss of having seen that sight before me, and my chest was hit 
by a wave of nostalgia. 

But right now all I can see through the powdery snow was the Afro-
American Student Center, a tall brick building on the opposite side of the 
road, and the University Cabaret, which stood next to it.
 
As the ringing of the siren subdued, the night was left desolate.
 
How very quiet... Friday night nanoni.
 
Usually, Friday night called for the Black guys from all over town to come 
together, clapping and thumping to the beat and interjecting the DJ with 
‘Oh yeah!’ in their deep, husky voices. Normally, even through my double 
pane windows I could hear them dancing so effortlessly, beyond human 
levels. And then, as if it were an automatic reflex, —wow, they all look 
so happy, and here I am so unhappy…— it would trigger the spiral of 
self-pity. Tonight, even that Afro-American Student Center was as quiet 
as an abandoned building. The medieval style doors of the neighboring 
University Cabaret, with its Gothic arches painted onto it, were also bolted 
shut.

The narrow, winding street between the Afro-American Student Center 
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and the University Cabaret is the street where two prostitutes were killed 
this summer. Normally, no matter how cold it was outside, there were 
groups of Black prostitutes waiting in front of the apartment’s run-down 
stone steps. When the customer’s car pulled up, they would get into the 
car that would disappear into God knows where, and come back again. 
But tonight, there’s no sight of anyone. It’s because there’s no reason for 
there to be customers today. Come to think of it, among them there was 
one tall, nice girl that stood out, who I haven’t seen since Fall started. 
She might be the prostitute that was killed. Kawaisouni! Such a yasashi 
ko she was. She’d shout things like, “Hey China! I like your coat!” and I’d 
answer, “Thank you!”...mochiron kowaikedo ne. Like the other girls, she 
would also wear her coat opened, showing off her paper-thin dress under, 
and wearing boots with heels high enough to fall over. Off to the side 
of the narrow street where the prostitutes were killed, I could see that 
there was a blackened bloodstain that looked like it was from the remains. 
Once there’s a big snowstorm like this though, both sides of the street will 
be buried under snow and mud and sand, until spring’s sun rays are out 
again.
 
Even the editors of the University Newspaper further down the street I 
doubt will be working overtime tonight. Worst case scenario, on a heavy 
snow day like this you might not be able to get home. Never mind people, 
there haven’t even been cars out on the road for a while now. In the 
distance, the high rise building of the Architecture department stands tall, 
and the white fluorescent light softly shines through the window. Other 
than that, the powder snow continues to dance in the air. Shining, like 
frozen sparks of fire, they dance in the air— like frozen sparks of fire, they 
shi…

...is how the dancing women came out of the back of the mountains, 
running and kicking the blizzard with their bare feet. With their disheveled 
hair waving behind, they moved across the roofs, then ran, ran into the 
valley. They were mountain witches that arose from their graves, and 
ran on moonless nights. That’s my grandmother, there’s my great-
grandmother, and that’s my grandmother’s great-grandmother even 
before that— everyone, every one of them is a woman who is connected 
to me.
 
Oh my, the wonders of exploring the mountains…
 
Come here, come here, you, come on over here too. 
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For hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands of years, the blood of 
the women of the Land of the Rising Sun has continued to persevere, 
and is now calling for me. The silent inaudible steps of the dead echo in 
the mountains. The wind cries out with a roar— ahh, I’m coming now. I’m 
coming to you now Grandma. I, too, run through the roofs in my bare feet. 
The heat from the soles of my feet will melt the snow, and shall dig up the 
blackened Earth of many smells. I shall kiss that Earth, and scream, “How 
I’ve missed my country, my motherland, now I have finally come back to 
you.”

No, no. It needs to sound more quaint. — I scream, “How I’ve did miss 
mine country, mine motherland, I now have returned to thee…”

My mind was flushed from the Jack Daniel’s I’ve been sipping on before I 
started typing my diary entry.
 
I could see the snowplow slowly pulling up on the road from the right. 

Hm, which novel’s main character was it that kissed the Earth’s surface? 
I mean, it never takes long before I usually start using some boring 
translationese.
 
That reminds me, when the Pope of Rome visits foreign countries, he 
first prostrates himself on the ground of that land, without thinking twice 
about the mud staining his pure white robe, and respectfully kisses the 
soil of the Earth. But that’s something Japanese people would never do.
 
An act of great humility.

That’s all it was for people who always used a mop, and who would 
never think to use a washcloth to clean. Isn’t it true that my ancestors 
always kept their gaze low, forever familiarizing themselves with the 
closeness of the Earth, and living life while keeping their resistance to 
gravity at a minimum. Floors, fields and the ground all right up against 
your nose, to wipe the surfaces, plant rice seedlings, and pull out weeds. 
It was one of these summers, while walking through the streets of Tokyo, 
when I saw aunties doing weedwork with their old-fashioned indigo-
dyed handkerchiefs on their heads, and wearing bright colored tracksuits 
with white sneakers. Despite their appearance, each time they changed 
positions they would move without raising their waists, turning their body 
halfway by pivoting with one foot, and moving with precision like crabs. 
On the other hand, I often see the superintendent of this apartment, a 
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Black man named George, hanging by the back stairs outside with a mop 
in his hand and always standing up so straight, he looks like he’s about to 
fall backward. When I would greet him with a “Hi George!”, he would reply 
“Hiya!” with his empty hand in the air and a huge smile on his face. No 
sign of bowing, instead he would raise his head a little bit. When that kind 
of homo-erectus kisses the Earth, that’s the first time an act of humility is 
born. Ahh, but.... 
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Li Qingzhao, China’s Greatest Poetess:
Examining the Impact of Biographical 
Events on Literary Choices
by Noah Fischer

Introduction
Li Qingzhao is considered the most prominent female poet in all of 
Chinese literary history. Her literary prestige has attracted the attention 
of both Chinese and, since the 19th century, also Western scholars to 
study her work and contributions to China’s classical literary tradition. 
Thus far, Chinese scholars have traditionally focused on autobiographical 
interpretations of literature, reading her poetry as a mirror of her 
dramatic life experiences as a high-class woman functioning in the 
literary world of China’s male literati elites. They have largely excluded 
formal or rhetorical analysis of individual pieces based on their literary 
merit. Western scholars, on the other hand, have considered literary 
elements a necessary component of analysis, and have criticized the 
overly autobiographical approach of their Chinese colleagues as taking 
the phenomenon of literary production too literally and transparently.  I 
argue that neither has gone quite far enough and, ambitiously, propose 
a new way of understanding Li Qingzhao’s work that has so far been 
neglected in the scholarship on this most prominent author of the 
Chinese literary tradition.

Up to this point, Chinese and Western scholars have not engaged the 
autobiographical and literary elements of Li Qingzhao as complementary 
to one another. If anything, extant scholarship merely mentions that 
there is undoubtedly a connection between her literary works and her 
life, but have not succeeded in fully grasping this mutual relationship. 
What has been missing is the causal link between the life of the author 
and her literary choices, and how the former influenced the latter. 
This essay will attempt to bridge that gap by demonstrating how the 
author’s choices of genre and subject matter can be viewed as resonant 
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responses to particular moments of her life in matters regarding her 
status either as a provocative author or as the a “respectable” woman 
she strove to be.

The vast majority of Li’s compositions are poems, all of which can be 
broken down into two subcategories: shi (诗) poetry and ci (词) song 
lyrics. When read side by side, we see that the poems in each category 
differ drastically from one another, both in terms of narrative tone and 
content. Apart from their literary differences in meter and rhyme, both 
of these genres also had distinct functions within the greater context of 
classical Chinese literature. This naturally led to distinctions in subject 
matter, as well as overall mood, across these two genres that are 
especially evident in Li Qingzhao’s body of work. However, the concept 
of gender adds a layer of complexity to this dynamic, especially because 
of her prowess as a female author in a male-dominated literary world 
and fiercely patriarchal society. Therefore, when trying to explain the 
reason for the stark contrast present in Li’s oeuvre between her shi 
and ci poetry, we must not only consider the history of Chinese literary 
genres as well as her autobiographical events, but also issues of gender 
expectations.
  
For continuity of interpretation, all excerpts examined come from her 
literary collection, The Works of Li Qingzhao, which have most recently 
been translated by Ronald Egan.1 

The Life of Li Qingzhao, In Brief 
Li Qingzhao was born in the Song dynasty around 1084 CE into an 
upper class family of governmental and literary excellence. Her father, 
Li Gefei, was himself a prominent literatus who existed on the fringes 
of literati circles that had connections to the famous Chinese poet Su 
Shi. He was therefore well acquainted with several of Su Shi’s closest 
friends. From an early age, Li Qingzhao was recognized by key literati 
figures as a gifted poet with a fierce appetite for competition.2 

1   Ronald Egan and Anna Shields, The Works of Li Qingzhao (Boston: De Gruyter 
Mouton, 2019).
2   Ibid, ix.
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In 1101, at the age of eighteen, Li married her first husband, Zhao 
Mingcheng, an aspiring court official with a fledgling political career. 
The two often found themselves moving to avoid various skirmishes 
of the Jurchen invasion (1125-1126). This invasion marked significant 
dynastic transition as Song leadership lost control of northern China 
to the Jurchens and re-established themselves in the southern region. 
However, in 1128 her husband finally received a promising appointment 
as the governor of Jiankang, known today as Nanjing. This initial 
appointment did not last long, and in fact was cut short due to an 
attempted uprising. Zhao Mingcheng successfully fled, and afterwards, 
he and Li sailed up the Yangzi river to find a new home for themselves. 
Much to Li’s dismay, and Zhao’s excitement, he was called back for 
another court position in Jiankang not long after, and hastily took off, 
leaving his wife in an unfamiliar territory. As he arrived at Jiankang, he 
became incredibly sick and died not long after at the age of forty-nine. 

Three years after the death of Zhao Mingcheng, she remarried to a man 
named Zhang Ruzhou, a low-ranking military officer. This was a strained 
relationship that did not last long, and Li Qingzhao looked to end it. A 
woman of the Song dynasty was not permitted to request a divorce 
against her husband, so instead, Li filed a suit of “malfeasance in office,”3  
hoping that Zhang would be convicted and their marriage effectively 
ended. Although she was successful in her attempt to terminate the 
marriage, it did come at a cost: because of technicalities in the law, she 
was imprisoned for a short time. Luckily, she was released early with the 
help of an influential relative of Zhao Mingcheng’s. 

In terms of her life after the divorce, interpretations differ. Some say 
that she was unable to regain the same status she held prior to her 
second marriage, while other evidence suggests that she received 
various imperial invitations to present poetry that celebrated select 
political elites. Whatever the case may be, her final years are shrouded in 
mystery and thus require further investigation.

3   Ronald Egan, The Burden of Female Talent: The Poet Li Qingzhao and Her History 
in China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2013), 152.
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Shi Poetry
Shi, also known as classical poetry, gained traction during the Eastern 
Han Dynasty. This type of poetry was written using five syllables to a 
line, differing from the poetry that dominated the previous two millennia, 
which typically only had four syllables to a line. Common themes covered 
in this genre included parting and separation. However, around the 
late second-century to early third-century, poets began to expand the 
bounds of these themes to comment on the collapse of their civilization, 
and more broadly, the Han dynasty.4 This use of poetry as a form of 
political critique was warranted by what can be considered the authority 
on the expectations of poetry in early China: “The Great Preface.” This 
text lays out, among many other things, “the nature and function of 
poetry in traditional China,”5 and additionally provides justification for 
those who wish to use poetry as a platform for political commentary. It 
states that because poetry is evoked naturally through feeling, anyone 
who uses it to criticize his or her government cannot be punished, 
reinforcing the idea that poetry could be used as a watchdog mechanism 
on the ruling class.6 What follows, then, is this idea that those who write 
poetry to criticize government write in the name of the age, and for 
the general protection of their civilization. This became almost a sort of 
obligation on the part of the writer throughout much of the pre-modern 
Chinese literary era.

Li Qingzhao’s shi poetry demonstrates an understanding of this 
obligation. She composed most of her works written in the shi format 
at a much younger age, including the composition that follows, titled, 
“The Wuxi Restoration Eulogy Tablet, Matching a Poem by Zhang 
Wenqian.” Li composed this series of two poems when she was only 
seventeen or eighteen years of age, about the time she began to 
emerge as an upcoming literary figure. Due to the fact that her father 
was himself part of the literati class, these two early poems of Li’s were 
circulated amongst her father’s colleagues, some quite prominent literati 
figures. These works are considered to be the earliest of hers that were 

4   Stephen Owen, ed. and trans., An Anthology of Chinese Literature: Beginnings 
to 1911 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996), 253.
5   Ibid, 64.
6   Ibid, 66.
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circulated. Not only are they significant in that regard, but they also 
received respectable praise for their bold and assertive tone.7

  
This tone can easily be identified in several couplets throughout the first 
of these two poems. Highly critical of the corruption and carelessness 
of the imperial court leading up to the An Lushan Rebellion, the author’s 
blunt address of the failure of the government is reinforced with allusion 
and literary references. The An Lushan Rebellion was responsible for 
the end of the “High Tang” and paved the way for the latter half of the 
dynasty. The poem begins as follows:

五十年功如電掃				Fifty years’ achievement was gone in a bolt of   
       lightning.

華请宮柳咸陽草     Blossoms and willows of Huaqing Palace became the  
       weeds of Xianyang.

Li shows no reservation right from the start, and likens the immediate 
disappearance of the achievements of the former Tang Emperor, 
Emperor Xuanzong, to a flash of lightning. The Huaqing Palace 
mentioned was Emperor Xuanzong’s personal resort, and Xianyang was 
the former capital of the Qin Dynasty that was burned to the ground, 
signifying the fall of the dynasty.8 It is obvious then that Li associates 
the abandonment of Huaqing Palace to the potential fall of the Tang 
Dynasty. This is further emphasized in her equating the lovely blossoms 
and willows of the palace to the weeds of the burned capital.

Another couplet later demonstrates Li’s continued assault on pre-
rebellion politics:

何為出戰輒披靡	    Why were imperial armies routed so readily?

傳置荔枝多馬死     Too many horses had died transporting lychees from   
       distant lands.

7   Egan, The Works of Li Qingzhao, 3.
8   Ibid, 4. 
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Some historical context is required in order to understand the author’s 
snide tone in this couplet. Apparently, there were several accounts of 
imperial riders being sent out to deliver fresh lychee fruits to the palaces 
from vast distances to a consort of Emperor Xuanzong.9  Knowing this, 
one can appreciate the indirect critique of improper use of political and 
military resources that Li Qingzhao is trying to get at in these lines. She 
infers that the reason the Tang army was thwarted so easily during the 
An Lushan Rebellion was because so many riders were instead being 
sent out to deliver lychees as opposed to defending the dynasty and its 
people.

Lastly, one of the final couplets in the poem is Li’s attempt at a warning 
call, a signal to the reader to pay close attention to historical records in 
order to avoid past mistakes:

夏商有鑒當深戒					The Xia and Shang are a mirror, we are sternly   
        warned.

簡册汗青今俱在					Their treated bamboo slips are still extant today.

Here, Li Qingzhao wants to turn the reader’s attention to previous 
dynasties that have fallen by suggesting that their history can play a 
part in teaching the people and rulers of the Tang how to avoid a similar 
fate. The bamboo slips mentioned are the impartial accounts of the fall 
of the Xia and Shang dynasties respectively. It would seem as though 
Li is implying that they should be studied and understood with great 
detail, almost like textbooks. The fact that Li says “The Xia and Shang 
are a mirror” communicates the idea that she sees the current political 
atmosphere of the Tang mimicking that of these previous dynasties, and 
therefore the only way to change course and avoid crumbling is to read 
the historical records and learn how to avoid such a travesty. 

Although this is only one example of Li Qingzhao’s dozens of shi poems, 
many of them discuss the overarching theme of improper governance 
with a critical tone, such as in “The Wuxi Restoration Tablet.” What is 

9   Ibid, 5.
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important to remember, also, is that these poems were written much 
earlier in her life when she was trying to establish herself as a writer. 
She succeeded in doing so, not only because of her brilliant writing, 
but also because it was quite unheard of for a woman at that time, and 
of such a young age, to produce the poems that she did. In that sense, 
her early shi works marked her as somewhat of an exception to the 
gendered expectations and stereotypes of the Song Dynasty. Also worth 
noting is that, having been born into a high class family with easy access 
to other prominent literary figures of the day, Li Qingzhao was probably 
allowed to be more daring in her early work. While this should not be 
seen as a detraction from her incredible literary abilities, it is worth 
keeping in mind, especially when we compare these earlier works to 
her ci poetry, which were written later in her life after one particularly 
detrimental event.

Ci Poetry
Ci as a literary genre became popular during the Song Dynasty. Before 
transitioning into its own literary genre, ci was originally “a song text 
set to existing musical tunes”,10 a performative art form more than a 
literary genre. In their infancy, song lyrics went hand-in-hand with a 
set of traditional songs which would be performed by courtesans and 
other private performers. In addition, men would often write words in 
a feminine voice, based on their own perceptions and understandings 
of femininity, to accompany traditional tunes which would then be 
performed by female artists.11 This working relationship established 
between writer and performer thus created associations of femininity, 
albeit biased towards the male perspective, with ci lyrics. These feminine 
associations subsisted within the genre through much of its history, and 
in fact, the song lyric became an “especially important vehicle for women 
writers” because it was “the literary genre in which they could most 
comfortably engage in poetic exchanges with each other or with men,” 
especially as it transitioned into its more literary form.12

10   William H. Nienhauser, The Indiana Companion to Traditional Chinese Litera-
ture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986).
11   Pauline Yu, Voices of the Song Lyric in China (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1994).
12   Ibid, xi.
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Femininity is an obvious characteristic of Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics. 
Unlike in her shi compositions, Li’s ci poems are much less politically 
engaging. Instead, they describe idyllic natural or domestic scenes and 
nostalgic memories. Although there is some controversy surrounding 
which poems accredited to Li Qingzhao were actually written by her, 
Ronald Egan concludes that there are twenty-three poems that can be 
fairly accurately attributed to her.13  Below are the first four lines of one 
rendition of a poem that is most likely authentic, titled “As If in a Dream”:

昨夜雨疏風驟     Last night the rain was intermittent, the wind blustery.

濃睡不消殘酒     Deep sleep did not dispel the lingering wine.

試問捲簾人         I tried asking the maid who raised the blinds,

却道海棠依舊     Who said the crab-apple blossoms were as before.

Here, we see an entirely different side of Li Qingzhao’s literary character, 
especially when compared with the shi poem previously examined. The 
overall mood is considerably more subdued in this piece, and the subject 
matter is not inherently political. The author sets the mood by describing 
a somber scene with light rains and strong winds. The perspective that 
the speaker narrates the rest of the story from also gives the reader an 
idea of the rest of the scene. The speaker has most likely just woken up 
from a deep sleep after drinking heavily the night before. Her maid has 
just opened up the blinds in her room, and, remembering the tumultuous 
weather, the speaker asks if her crab-apple tree has survived. The poem 
ends with the following three lines:

知否  “Don’t you know?”

知否  Don’t you know?

應是綠肥紅瘦	 "The greens must be plump and the reds spindly.”

13   Michael A. Fuller, "The Song Lyric in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries," in 
An Introduction to Chinese Poetry: From the Canon of Poetry to the Lyrics of the 

Song Dynasty (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2017), 409.  
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We see a simple denouement to this poem: the speaker is told that the 
blossoms are still as they were the night before, and that they are not 
in full bloom yet. This poem is a prime example of Li Qingzhao’s ci style. 
Although this is only one example of her song lyrics, it encapsulates 
many of the characteristics that are common among most, if not all 
of them. Most of these poems are vehicles for interiority and self-
expression, and show a more reflective and feminine approach to 
writing, in terms of what was commonly thought of as feminine at the 
time.
 
Here is where we must consider the author’s history in order to begin 
to understand these two sides of her: after divorcing with her second 
husband, Li Qingzhao “did more writing of a public nature than at any 
other point in her life”14 and so it can be inferred that many of her ci lyrics 
were composed during this period.
 
Song society held mixed opinions on the morality of widows remarrying. 
Generally, there were many who were of the belief that widows should 
not remarry, and this was especially supported by the Song government, 
which often made public the virtuousness of those widows who chose 
not to remarry by publishing banners and stele inscriptions of them.15 
These societal pressures most likely contributed to Li Qingzhao’s feelings 
of embarrassment and humiliation after the divorce, which she describes 
vividly in a letter she wrote to a relative of her first husband by marriage, 
Qi Chongli. As a result of her humiliation, she turned to the one thing she 
knew she could rely on: writing. As extant literature posits, “It is hard to 
escape the conclusion that she made a conscious decision to use her skill 
as a writer to try to regain the stature she had once had.”16 In a sense, it 
can be said that this period marked a time of rebuilding for Li Qingzhao, 
a time when she tried to “write her way back to respectability.”17 

14   Egan, The Works of Li Qingzhao, xvii.
15   Egan, The Burden of Female Talent, 152.
16   Egan, The Works of Li Qingzhao, xvii.
17   Ibid.
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This then helps us perhaps explain the stark contrasts between her 
two collections of poetry. Especially due to the fact that ci poetry was 
seen as the more feminine in nature compared to shi, in order to avoid 
more controversy during an unstable point in her life, I would argue 
that she turned to song lyrics, not only as a more personal form of self-
expression, but also perhaps as a way to regain a more traditionally 
feminine image in the eyes of the public. Additionally, her pivot towards 
more domestic, less politically-oriented content, also would have 
demonstrated a softer style that would be seen as more befitting a 
woman during that time. This can be seen as her method of combatting 
the poor reputation and harsh criticism she faced after her divorce from 
her second husband. In essence, there was a turn from exteriority and 
outward expression through critical remarks (shi) to interiority and self-
reflection (ci) in an attempt to regain an image of virtue that she felt she 
had lost. 

Conclusions
I credit the obvious differences between Li Qingzhao’s shi and ci 
poetry to several impactful events and circumstances in her life. When 
we consider the time at which the pieces were written relative to the 
potential of her societal status, either good or bad, it seems quite likely 
that Li used poetry as a means of advancement or repair depending on 
the circumstances she faced. Li’s situation is evidence of the difficulties 
of being a woman in pre-modern China, especially in a field as male-
dominated as literature. Because of the early attention she attracted, 
she was held to certain expectations dictated by society. Li’s admirable 
independence and tenacity proved to be a challenge as it meant that 
she did not conform to typical female standards of the time, and thus, 
she received substantial public criticism. This has greater implications 
for what it meant to be a female writer in early China; women as 
writers were expected to be more domestic and not engage in political 
discourse. Although Li’s ci poetry reflects these expectations, her shi 
poetry certainly deviates, making her stand out among other female 
writers. This distinction is part of what set her apart as a literary 
phenomenon, and what still sets her apart to this day. 
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Lastly, Li’s work holds larger implications for literature in general. 
Drawing from this analysis, it can be argued that genres take on the 
responsibility of projecting different personas that an author wants an 
audience to observe. Additionally, because an author might want to 
project a certain type of persona depending on the severity of public 
criticism that they received at the time of composition, an author might 
choose to write in one genre over another. This is informed not only 
by biographical events but also by the literary history of any particular 
genre. Therefore, genre should be seen as an important representation 
mechanism for the author and should be identified as a deliberate 
decision in an attempt to achieve desired literary and sociological effects. 

What we do know about the life and cannon of Li Qingzhao is nuanced 
and fragmented, and further investigation is necessary to truly know the 
finer details. However, what is evident is that the former influenced the 
latter, and moving forward, these two elements should be considered in 
tandem when unraveling new truths about the most prominent female 
author in Chinese history.
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Leadership At Its Finest
by Isabel Allen, Megan Jorgensen, and Mary Rezk

“Leadership At Its Finest” draws on the works and style of Saadallah 
Wannous, a writer who emerged from Syria in the late-twentieth 
century and is today recognized as the Arab world’s most well-known 
playwright. Wannous’ passion for theatre was driven by his belief 
that it could act as a vehicle for change; that through a “theatre of 
politicization,” both social as well as political change could be affected. 
Throughout his career, he committed to engaging and empowering 
his audience, and he did so through a balance of critical and creative 
writing oftentimes displayed in short one-act plays. At the core of such 
plays was a critical call to action and social responsibility based on the 
relationship between individuals and authorities. As he developed as 
a playwright, Wannous explored individual character development, as 
exemplified through his “Rituals of Signs and Transformations,” where 
each character underwent his or her own transformation and worked 
toward existing in a new reality. While recognizing the intricacies of such 
relationships, Saadallah Wannous also attempted to shed light on the 
real individuals that his characters represented, as through his play “The 
Elephant, O King of All Times!”

Our playlet, “Leadership At Its Finest,” was particularly inspired by 
the aforementioned play and our analysis of Wannous’ writing style, 
as well as our desire to follow through on his mission to drive critical 
thinking and affect change. In “The Elephant, O King of All Times!,” 
Wannous illustrates disillusionment among the people with their ruler, 
provoked by an elephant’s rampage in their town. The elephant kills 
multiple children, inciting the townspeople to eventually take action and 
confront their king. However, their resolve to rally against their ruler 
disintegrates when they enter his opulent palace and are unable to 
voice their frustrations. Here, the author presents a society composed of 
individuals lacking sufficient will to call for change, while also presenting 
leadership that is completely disconnected from its people and thus 
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unable to truly care for them. The people are unable to unify as one 
and their voices become discordant, leaving them in the same place in 
which they were before, dissatisfied by their ruler while he lives in willful 
ignorance. In “Leadership At Its Finest,” we narrow our focus on such 
leadership, which in our case has been reduced to petty squabbling 
while the citizens are faced with imminent danger. The inability of the 
characters in elected positions to come together and be one voice, along 
with their inability to focus on what their people need or want, led to 
their downfall. We utilize Wannous’ approach of informal back-and-forth 
dialogue and minimal character development, which he employed in 
brief plays at certain stages in his career in order to focus on the larger 
societal effects of poor, divided leadership. We attempt to provoke 
critical thinking and inspire action by reflecting on the current political 
division that places citizens in the midst of partisan turmoil.

القیادة يف أفضل حاالتها

امرأة من وزارة الخارجیة )أسمها سیّدة ْسمیْث( تتصل بالرئیسة األمریكیة ورئیسة مجلس الشیوخ )اسمها سیدة كایْن( عىل »زوم« 

ألن هناك حالة طارئة. كلهم تعبانین ألنها تتصل يف الساعة ١١ يف اللیل.

سیدة سمیث: أهاًل و سهالً بكم یا رءیسة و سیده كائن، رئیسة مجلس الشیوخ. آسفة جداً لهذا االجتامع، و لكن عندنا حالة طارئة.

الرئیسة: اهالً بك. ما هي املشكلة؟

سیدة سمیث: الجیش الكندي یغزو الوالیات املتحدة من الحدود الشاملیة واملحیط األطلنطي قریب من واشنطن دي يس. ، اآلن 

هناك رجال من الجیش یذهبون إىل البیت األبیض.

سیدة كاین: یا الله! هذه الحالة محزنة جداً.

الرئیسة )غاضبة( : أنا يف البیت األبیض اآلن! هل الجیش قریب جداً؟

سیدة سمیث: قلیالً. عندنا ساعتین حتى الجیش یوصل يف مركز املدینة.

الرئیسة: متام. إذا كان هناك ساعتین، أستطیع أن أتصل برئیس الوزراء الكندي و أنرش جیشنا فقط يف دي يس.

سیدة كائن: ال ال ال! الدبلوماسیة لیست مهمة اآلن. الزم ننرش جیشنا طوال البلد كله، خصوصاً يف حدودنا مع كندا. و يف هذه 

الدقیقة، الزم نطلق هجوم عىل عاصمة كندا!

الرئیسة: هذا مجنون! أرید أن أتكلم مع رئیس الوزراء الكندي برسعة.
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سیدة كاین: مجلس الشیوخ لن یؤید قرارك. أعرف أن كل األعضاء يف املجلس الشیوخ سیریدون الحل العسكریة.

الرئیسة: ال ال ل—

سیدة سمیث: عندنا ساعة ونصف فقط . من فضلكم، أنتم الزم تفكروا عن الشعب األمریيك و ما هو أحسن حل لهم.

الرئیسة: الشعب تصوت يل، و أعرف ما یریدونه، وال یریدون الحرب.

سیدة كاین: ولكن هذا حرب بالفعل! الناس من والیتي أیضاً تصوتوا يل، و أعرف ما هو أحسن لهم!

الرئیسة : و لكن ممكن أن مننع هذه الحرب. هم مل یصلوا إىل العاصمة بعد.

سیدة كاین : و لكن ماریالند قریبة جداً و ال نرید موت شعبنا.

الرئیسة: حرب عىل أرضنا ستسبب موت مدنیین أبری اء. مل تكن هناك حرب مثل هذه من قبل أبداً ولن تكن تحت رئاستي.

سیدة سمیث: عندنا ٤٥ دقیقة فقط. الشعب انتخب كم فهذه مسؤولیتكم. الزم توصلوا اىل ارضیه مشرتكه اآلن!

سیدة كاین: ال أحد أرادك يف املكتب البیضوي. انت لست قادرة عىل أن تأخذي قرارات صعبة ولكن رضوریة.

الرئیسة: یا سالم! هذا راْیك؟!؟ لدیك قرص يف النظر. لسِت قادرة عىل التفكیر.

) أحد یقاطع سیدة سمیث(

سیدة سمیث: الجیش وصل االن. أ نتم لستم مع قولین …..!

)يف البیت األبیض، الرئیسة تسمع طرق الباب(

الرئیسة: هم قد وصلوا…

Leadership At Its Finest
A woman from the State Department (whose name is Ms. Smith) calls 
the President of the United States and the Speaker of the House (whose 
name is Senator Kane) via Zoom because there is an emergency. They 
are all tired, as the call takes place at 11:00pm.

Ms. Smith: Hello Ms. President and Senator Kane. Sorry for this late 
meeting, but we have an emergency.
President: Hello to you both. What’s the problem?
Ms. Smith: The Canadian Army has invaded the United States from the 
northern border and the Atlantic Ocean, close to Washington, D.C. Right 
now, the military is on its way to the White House.
Senator Kane: Oh God! This is a disaster!
President (visibly angry): I’m at the White House now! Is the army close?
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Ms. Smith: Kind of… We have two hours until they arrive in downtown 
D.C.
President: Okay. Two hours is enough time to call the Canadian Prime 
Minister. We will only deploy our troops to D.C.
Senator Kane: No no no! Diplomacy is not the answer right now. We 
need to deploy our forces throughout the country and heavily reinforce 
our border with Canada. Right now it is vital that we launch an attack on 
Canada’s capital!
President: That is insane! I must speak with the Canadian Prime Minister 
immediately. 
Senator Kane: The Senate will not back you up on this decision. All of 
the senators want a military solution.
President: No, no, n-
Ms. Smith: We only have an hour and a half. Please, both of you must 
think about what is best for the American people!
President: The people voted for me and I know what they want, and 
they don’t want a war!
Senator Kane: But this is truly a war! The people of my state also voted 
for me, and I know what is best for them!
President: But we can prevent this war. They haven’t reached the capital 
yet.
Senator Kane: But Maryland is so close and we don’t want even one 
casualty from this. 
President: A war on our land will result in the deaths of innocent 
Americans. There has never been a war like this before and there will not 
be one under my presidency.
Ms. Smith: We have only 45 minutes. The people have voted for you 
both, this is your responsibility. You need to reach a middle ground now!
Senator Kane (speaking to the President): No one wanted you in the 
oval office. You are not capable of making these kinds of difficult but 
necessary decisions.
President: Oh really! Is that your opinion?! You are short-sighted. 
Incapable of thinking.
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(someone interrupts Ms. Smith)
Ms. Smith: The army has arrived. You two are unbelievable ….! 
(at the White House, the President hears a knocking on the door) 
President: They have arrived...
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The Return “Home”
by Prof. Roberta Micallef

After years abroad she was finally going back “home,” and how! She 
was going back as an invited guest to speak in front of a local audience 
of scholars and university students. She would be speaking on her area 
of expertise to a knowledgeable audience. What a treat!  Her trip, her 
fancy hotel with the great view of Sultan Ahmet and Haghia Sophia on 
the historic peninsula and a car with a driver to meet her at the airport all 
arranged by the conference organizers. Had she arrived? Perhaps. Could 
she tell them anything they didn’t know? Did it matter? Her name was in 
the arts and culture section of the newspaper.

The plane landed. It was the middle of the night. She had not been 
able to see much as they neared the city. She was so excited that she 
joined the older Turkish passengers when they clapped upon landing 
safely instead of joining the jaded younger crowd who just ignored the 
spectacle.  Before she could enter the country, she had to purchase a 
visa. She said to the agent, “But look, I was born here.” He said, “But you 
are not a citizen. There is the line.”  

She got in line behind a bunch of loud Russians, tired Dutch tourists, 
and other visitors. Got her visa, made it through passport control. To be 
surrounded by that language again! A cat sauntered past her. She was 
home. Found her luggage. Went through customs. Saw the young man 
holding up a sign with her name on it. Got in the car. He started talking 
to her in stilted but decent English. He was so happy to be driving an 
American, to practice his English, that an American knew something 
about their literature. Should she reveal her true identity or keep up the 
farce? “I was born here, the literature was my bridge home and to other 
places,” she meant to say, but didn’t. She answered politely in English in 
a friendly, but not overly friendly, tone. Could he tell the difference? He 
told her about his sick father, his seven siblings, how hard he worked 
to make ends meet and support all of his siblings who were younger, 
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how he made sure that they had some spending money when they 
went to school, how he worried about his father who might die soon. 
She found herself making appropriate sympathetic sounds. She asked 
about his English. How did he learn to speak it so well? He sold chewing 
gum to American soldiers around the air force base in Incirlik. Really?  
Interesting. How and when did he come to The City? They got to her 
hotel. She gave him a hefty tip. Who wouldn’t, after that story?

She presented her paper at the conference. She was presented 
as a “foreign” scholar. There were two foreigners and two brilliant 
local authors on her panel. The first person to ask her a question 
complimented her on her Turkish. The young woman said that she 
had never heard a foreigner speak such good Turkish. Apparently, her 
pronunciation almost sounded native. “Well at one point they called 
us local foreigners,” she wanted to say, but didn’t. They wanted a real 
foreigner, not a former minority. The same young woman turned to her 
fellow foreign panelist and said: “you don’t deny your foreignness, do 
you?” That panelist, a tall, slim woman, with very short grey hair, flat 
shoes and a serious business suit, looked like the stereotypical foreign 
scholar. Her paper might have been spectacular, but it was delivered 
in a Turkish that was grammatically perfect, yet with a decidedly odd 
cadence, and read at supersonic speed. It must have been impossible to 
follow for most. The discussion that followed the panel was the stuff of 
her dreams. To discuss Turkish literature with a well read, well informed, 
interested audience, it didn’t get any better than this. The discussion 
time spilled over into the break. Finally, the chair of the panel suggested 
that they continue their discussion over tea that had been prepared for 
the break. She waited in line patiently while continuing to talk to her 
fellow panelists and members of the audience. She looked at the tea 
that was being served and asked, “Don’t you steep tea anymore? You’re 
using tea bags?” She was told that it was more convenient this way, 
but she could walk down the street and turn left at the first mosque if 
she wanted an old-fashioned cup of Turkish tea. She didn’t want it that 
badly.
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The next day and a half passed quickly. She met with relatives, shopped, 
enjoyed the extraordinary cuisine of the spectacular city, drank a cup of 
black tea with three lumps of sugar on the ferry as she went from point 
A to point B on the Bosphorus while listening to the call for prayer echo 
across the seven hills as the sun set on the queen of cities. 

It was time to go home. She had to be at the airport at three a.m. The 
same young man had been assigned to drive her to the airport. She 
went down to the lobby at ten to two. He arrived at two. Did the aura 
of foreignness wear off after a week in the city? He looked at her, 
opened the car door, and said, “Buyrun hanfendi." She inquired about 
his father: “Baban nasıl?” He gave her a puzzled look and said he’s fine. 
Why wouldn’t he be? And they both suddenly realized that they were 
speaking in Turkish. They rode to the airport in silence. Still, she gave 
him a nice tip.
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Andrea Wetzler, Bergen, Norway
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Nocturno
by Juan Ruiz, translated from Spanish by Angie Izquierdo 

Eran eso de las seis de la tarde y el ambiente estaba ya empapado de una 
oscuridad abrumadora para tal hora del día. Yo te miraba detalladamente 
mientras encendías con calma el último de tus cigarrillos franceses 
importados y te acomodabas con dificultad el gastado camisón de franela 
que estaba tirado en el bureau de la habitación con vista hacia el patio que 
tu padre usaba como oficinilla para sus esporádicos trabajos de contratista. 
Me sorprendió ver que la luna había salido a esa hora, miré el viejo reloj de 
pared con los veintitrés muchachitos de bizarra apariencia dando vueltas 
en derredor de un peculiar monumento para asegurarme que no hubiese 
imaginado las últimas dos horas de mi día. Pero no, efectivamente eran 
apenas las seis y cuatro minutos de una tarde cualquiera de otoño. Creo 
que mirabas la luna. No podría asegurar nada. Mi vista era tan borrosa como 
los vidrios empañados de ese oscuro salón. Intenté acercarme a ti, quizás 
tomar suavemente tus caderas o besar tu cuello con delicadez, por suerte 
abandoné mis mundanos impulsos de manera súbita al ver que volteaste 
a mirarme justo cuando me levanté de mi reposo momentáneo. No sentí 
miedo en tu mirada, solo distancia. “¿Te gustó?” me preguntaste con un 
murmullo esperanzador que me hacía volver a creer que me amabas, que 
alguna vez lo hiciste. “¿El cigarro? Si estaba delicioso. Sus notas a roble 
compacto con el sabor distintivo de tabaco turco siempre me cautivan”, 
respondí con calma. “No tonto, eso no.” Me repetiste. Yo sabía muy bien 
de lo que hablabas, pero llamaba mucho más mi atención la repugnancia 
que me generaron los particularmente cortos cigarrillos carentes de filtro, 
rellenados con un oscuro tabaco que se hacía ver como el sempiterno 
morador del también oscuro papelillo que tus delgadas y pálidas manos 
sostenían. El hermoso anochecer había pasado casi desapercibido hasta 
ese momento ante nuestros cansados ojos. “Es hermosa… la luna”, te dije. 
Casi como tu rostro, me contuve a decir por miedo a que me miraras con 
la misma nausea que yo analizaba tus cigarrillos. Hubiera sido un acto 
de idiotez intentar arruinar un momento tan bello con mis romanticismos 
pasados de moda. No me respondiste. Quizá no escuchaste, bien claro 
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era que estabas absorta en las grietas de la pared trasera del patio que 
traslúcidamente reflejaban los festejos saturnales de tu vecino. Hubiese 
sido estúpido repetir mis palabras con el solo propósito de que tornaras 
tu atención a mi voz y admiraras mi comentario con un educado “Si, claro. 
Me encantan las noches de luna llena.” Sentí la incómoda necesidad de 
ponerme de pie y acercarme al ventanal donde reposabas tu mirada. Tal 
vez solo así creía que te volvería a hacer mía. 

Nada de lo que había dicho era producto de mi delusiva imaginación 
post-traumática. Era cierto, la luna era hermosa. Fue allí cuando vino a 
mi mente la curiosidad por el origen de nuestra ignota admiración hacia 
ella. Creo que alguna vez me dijiste que obedecía a las repercusiones de 
alguna ley gravitatoria postulada cerca al siglo diecisiete; los cuerpos de 
grandes masas sienten atracción inevitable entre sus materialidades. Que 
esa misma fuerza es la que los mantiene en su constante órbita. O quizás 
eras tú la que me había dicho con tono burlesco que eso no era más que 
una suposición tonta de caballeros medievales para cortejar a inocentes 
jovencillas con su oratoria seductora. Si, definitivamente eso era lo que me 
habías dicho. Luego me aclaraste que esa inevitable y poderosa atracción 
que todo hombre sentía por Selene era una simple fijación de nuestro 
comportamiento tribal y primitivo, que era de esas cosas como el meñique 
o el apéndice; letargos molestos de la evolución. 

Letargos. Uno, dos, tres. El tiempo se encogía a cada grado que la luna 
escalaba en el espacio celestial. Nos dejamos embriagar por el molesto 
silencio de la noche naciente. No sabía qué decirte. Nada podía sonar 
apropiado en medio de tanto caos. Abrí mi boca en repetidas ocasiones 
en el vano intento de comunicarte algo, pero ya todo estaba dicho. Eras 
tan hermosa como la luna.
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Nocturnal
It was about six in the evening and the atmosphere was already saturated 
in overwhelming darkness. I looked carefully while you calmly lit the last 
of your imported French cigarettes and you tried with difficulty to get 
comfortable in the worn flannel nightgown that was thrown onto the 
bureau of the room facing the patio that your father used as an office for 
his occasional contracting jobs. I was surprised to see the moon already 
rising; I looked at the old clock on the wall, with twenty-three little boys 
of bizarre appearance spinning around a particular monument, to affirm 
that I had not imagined the last two hours of my day. But no, it was, in 
fact, barely four minutes after six on a random evening in autumn. I think 
you were looking at the moon. I couldn’t be sure of anything. My vision 
was as blurry as the cloudy windows of that dark parlor. I tried to move 
closer to you, perhaps smoothly take hold of your hips or delicately kiss 
your neck. I abandoned my mundane impulses when I noticed you turned 
to look at me as I stood from my momentary repose. I didn’t sense fear in 
your gaze, only distance. “Did you like it?” you asked me with a murmur 
that inspired in me hope, once again making me believe that you loved 
me, that you once did. “The cigarette? Yes, it was delicious. The hint of 
oak with the distinct flavor of Turkish tobacco always captivates me.” “No, 
silly, not that.” I knew exactly what you meant, but I cared more for the 
disgust I felt towards those particularly short, filterless cigarettes, filled 
with a dark tobacco that appeared the perpetual inhabitant of the equally 
dark paper held in your pale and slender hands. The splendid sunset had 
gone unnoticed by our tired eyes until that moment. “It’s beautiful, the 
moon,” I told you. Almost as much as you, I restrained myself from adding 
for fear that you would look at me with the same nausea with which I 
analyzed your cigarettes. It would have been a great act of stupidity to 
ruin a moment so precious with my old-fashioned romanticism. You didn’t 
respond. Maybe you didn’t hear me; it was clear you were absorbed into 
the cracks on the rear wall of the patio that translucently reflected in your 
neighbor’s Saturnal celebration. It would have been foolish to repeat 
myself with the sole purpose of turning your attention to my voice, for you 
to admire my commentary with an educated, “Yes, of course. I love the full 
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moon.” I felt the compelling need to stand and place myself at the window 
where you rested your gaze. Perhaps I believed that was the only way I 
could once again make you mine. 

Nothing I had spoken was a product of my delusional, post-traumatic 
imagination. It was true, the moon was beautiful. It was then when a 
curiosity came to my mind, for the origin of our unexplained admiration for 
it. I think once you told me that such admiration obeyed the repercussions 
of some gravitational law, theorized some time close to the seventeenth-
century, that bodies of great masses feel inevitable attraction among their 
materialities. That same force is what keeps us in its constant orbit. Or 
perhaps it was you who told me, with a burlesque tone, that this theory 
was nothing more than a silly assumption of medieval gentlemen to court 
innocent girls with their seductive rhetoric. Yes, that’s definitely what you 
said. Later, you clarified that this powerful and inevitable attraction all men 
feel for Selene was a simple fixation of our tribal and primitive behaviors, 
things such as the pinky finger or appendix, bothersome evolutionary 
lethargy. 

Lethargy. One, two, three. Time diminished for every degree the moon 
escalated into celestial space. We allowed ourselves to be intoxicated by 
the aggravating silence of the rising night. I didn’t know what to say to 
you. Nothing could possibly sound appropriate in the middle of so much 
chaos. I opened my mouth on repeated occasions in vain attempts to say 
something, but everything was already said. You were as beautiful as the 
moon. 
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Pop Songs by Frode Grytten
24 Hours 24 Places 24 Songs 24 Stories

translated from Nynorsk by Andrea Guttormsen Wetzler

Grytten writes in Nynorsk, which is the less common Norwegian written 
language created around the same time as the more-used Bokmål. By 
focusing more on dialects of a certain region than modifying Danish, 
Writers writing in Nynorsk are able to choose which rules they want to 
follow on a kind of spectrum, leaving every writer with a style not only 
created through diction but also through differing morphologies.

I have chosen two of the twenty-four short stories to translate, the first 
being the first story, and the second being the fourth. Every story has a 
connection to a certain pop song, whether or not that is the basis of the 
story or a particular detail. The themes, however, bleed together in all of 
the twenty-four stories creating, as John Brumo states, a dream project of 
many authors: to translate music into literature.1

Departure
Orinoco New York City Glasgow
Paris E39 Las Vegas Stockholm

Moscow Strandebarm Kentwood
Manchester Evje

1:1
00:00

 “Sing for me,” you whispered in the dark. 

I felt your breath, gentle and soft. The room has fallen silent. You curl 
yourself up to me. We are John and Yoko.
 
 “I want you to sing for me,” you say again. I protest. I cannot sing.
 
 “You know that I cannot sing,” I say.
  
 “Tell me a story, then!” you say.  

1   John Brumo, “Songwriting: From Pop Music to Short Stories in Frode Grytten’s 
Popsongar,” Scandinavian Studies 92, no. 1 (2020): 80-103.
John Brumo is a professor of Nordic studies at the Norwegian University of Science 
and Technology.
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 “What kind of story?” I ask.
 
 “A love story,” you answer.

 “Should the main character be a boy or girl?” 

 “That you can decide.”

 “And where should the story be set?” 

 “It’s your story to tell!”

I laugh and say it’s not that easy.
 
 “Ok, find the atlas,” you say.

I hop out of the bed and fetch the atlas from the shelf. The floor is cold. 
The moon hangs low over the roof. The city draws its breath.
 
 “Now let us see,” you say, and turn on the bedside lamp.

You close your eyes and place your pointer finger on one side of the index.
 
 “Orinoco,” you read. “You will tell a story from Orinoco.”

 “Where is Orinoco?” I ask.

 “You don’t know where Orinoco is? You are hopeless with   
 geography.” 

 “I know,” I say. “I am hopeless with geography.”

 “I don’t know, either,” you admit.

I check the reference map. 69 D2. 

You look up page 69, find D2.
 
 “You should have known that,” you say. “Orinoco is the river that   
 runs through Venezuela.”

I kiss you.

I should have known that.
 
 “Tomorrow we sail down Orinoco,” you say. “Just you and I.   
 Down Orinoco.” 
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 “I think there is a song called that,” I say. “Orinoco Flow.”

 “I have no idea, you say. “I am hopeless when it comes to music.” 

 “I know,” I say. “You are hopeless when it comes to music.”
 
 “Read about Orinoco,” you say.

I find the encyclopedia from the shelf and read aloud:

 “River in Venezuela, source near the border with Brazil, streams   
 in a large arc to the west, north and northeast to the Atlantic   
 and forms at the mouth a vast delta, 11000 square miles.”
 
 “Everything seems so boring when you read about it in an   
 encyclopedia,” you say. 

I protest.
 
 “I think it was quite erotic,” I say.

I feel the curves in your body, follow the lines and arcs. I have thought 
about making a book for you, a little book with names from difference 
places in the world. Just names and places. A poetry collection with names 
from Abeløya to Åsgårdstrand.

I have already picked out some. I have them up in my head. Mezzolombardo. 
Avalon. Gobi. Idaho. Carrickfergus. Calexico. Rialto. Alberobello. 
Zhengzhou. Yokohama.

You like such names. For hours, you can page through the atlas and the 
encyclopedia.
 
 “Pick a city,” you say. “Pick a city where we will live together.” 

 “Buenos Aires,” I say.

 “Just dust and old Nazis,” you say. 

 “Tangier,” I say.

 “Desert and scorpions,” you say. 

 “Brasilia,” then.

 “Avenues and pocket thieves.”
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I laugh.
 
 “Trieste,” I say.

I think it will be the most beautiful book. Appleton. Lago Maggiore. 
Orangefield. Nebraska. Goolgowi. Thessaloniki. Isla de Pinos. Matosinhos. 
Tierra del Fuego.

I stroke you along your neck and down your back. I think about how also 
all body parts have specific names. Hypophysis. Collarbone. Ovaries. 
Ventricle. Nasal conchae.

Here is Riva del Garda, I think. There is Napoli. There is Oporto. Reno. 
Tallin. I stroke over Hyannisport. I caress Etaples. I kiss Rio Negro. I climb 
up Nautgardstind.

Swim-Two-Birds! Khyber Pass! Yellowknife!

My head hums of you. You are twenty-four cities at one time. I want to 
travel in you, discover you, get lost in you.

A tongue over the parking space. A kiss under a viaduct. Fingers along an 
abandoned train station.

Towers. Bridges. Bays. Lighthouses.

Inishbofin. Funafuti. York. Odessa. Ujung Pandang. 

Cities breathe, you breathe.

Cities wait for stories, you wait for stories.

 “Tell me a story,” you say. “A story where we travel away together.” 

I study a page in the atlas where the landscape is in a scale of 1:100000.

I think that I do not need to travel. I can stay here. I have you in 1:1.

You are Trieste, Iguassufalla, Last Hope Sound. You are Izmir, Macon, 
Duluth. You are Ellesmere, Arras, Dieppe. I have my head in your harbor, 
hands around the equator, fingertips on the other side of the park. You 
smile at me, drifting towards the laziness of sleep.
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 “Don’t go to bed yet,” I say.
 
 “But tell, then!” you say.

Quietly you guide your finger over my skin, like you are drawing me anew, 
a topographical map in four colors. You kiss my neck. I feel your tongue 
and how our spit slowly gets cold in the air.

We lie intertwined, two streets meeting down by the Canal Grande. 
Algiers. Tréport. Rockville. Éloyes. Eiriksjökull. Timbuktu. Oaxaca. Port-
au-Prince.

I have your whole body. 

69, D2.

 “Are we on the Orinoco now?” you ask without worry. 

I shake my head.

 “No, we are not on the Orinoco,” I say.

I do not say it aloud, but tonight the world will disappear.

Only you will stay behind.

Newlywed
3:30

I have been married half a year when I come across a short story in a 
magazine that is about my husband. In the story, he has received a 
different name, a different career, and is married with a redheaded woman. 
Everything else is right: appearance, clothes, movements, speech. I even 
recognize the intimate descriptions.

Normally I don’t read magazines, but one of the patients at the hospital, 
an older woman, asks if I could read for her.

 “Read for me,” says the old lady, “I can’t sleep.”

It is a quiet night in the ward. I think I can do the elderly woman a favor. 
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She might not have that many days left.

When I start reading, I first find that it is funny. To read about my own 
husband. To see him through another woman’s eyes. To discover him 
again.

He has always been open. He has never hidden anything. He has told me 
about his former partners. I know that one of them writes short stories for 
magazines, paperbacks, and scripts for various TV-series.

I recognize her name, but authors of trivial literature often use different 
pseudonyms when they write. That is why I cannot know if I have read 
something by his ex before.

Now I know. I recognize the story. I recognize my husband in the story, he 
who has just given me his yes. I almost laugh aloud while I read the first 
page.

I remember something my husband said, that it can be hard living with 
someone who writes short stories for magazines. He said that it is difficult 
to be intimate with someone who writes pop-literature. What should one 
say to a woman who writes soap operas?

Everything gets this hollow clang. Everything becomes clichés. Everything 
becomes false. Even if he believed that he was in love with her, it seemed 
like the words were fetched out of one of her stories.

“I’m in love with you,” he said and became a minor character in a paperback. 
“You mean everything to me,” he said and performed in a soap opera. 
“Don’t cry,” he said and was the main character in his own melodrama.

He told me that his ex struggled with it. She eventually stopped going 
out to town because she couldn’t bear all the empty phrases, all the 
approaches that were variations of sentences she had maybe written 
down earlier that day.

More and more she shut herself inside, isolating and not wanting to engage 
in deep emotional connections. She wrote and wrote, living eventually in 
her own fictitious world.

It was one of the reasons that the relationship ended. He couldn’t bear 
just being with her, he couldn’t breathe, he needed air.
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“Read more for me,” says the old woman. The only accompaniment to my 
voice is the technology in the room, everything that registers vitals in the 
worn-out body. The machines that breathe and shake.

I read while I become more and more confused.

It is my own story that is being told in the magazine. It is from our 
honeymoon to Paris in May. When we had the bridal suite at a hotel 
on Avenue de New York. When everything was supposed to only be 
happiness.

But the first evening my husband didn’t feel well and had to go to bed 
early. In the morning, he woke me up. He said at least 100 people had 
gone through the hotel room throughout the night.

One after one, they came and asked if he was doing all right. They lined 
up to greet him, while he explained that they had come to the wrong guy.

 “You’ve been dreaming,” I said to him.

But he said that it was no dream. They had been there in the room. They 
had touched him. They had come to the wrong guy. He had shouted that 
they had come to the wrong guy. I am the wrong guy, he had said.

Down in the reception I asked if something had happened in the bridal 
suite. Did the room have a special story? Had someone killed themselves 
there? I never got a real answer. We paid and traveled on.

The short story from the magazine was almost an exact portrayal of the 
episode, but the point of view lay with the woman, and in the story, she’s 
the one experiencing many people go through the room. It’s all the ex-
partners of the husband who line up to greet her.

Partway into the short story I stop reading, I cannot take any more.

The old woman has not fallen asleep. She looks at me from the bed with 
half-closed eyes.

 “You’re married, aren’t you?” asks the old one. 

I nod.
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 “Newlywed?”

I don’t answer, wondering how my husband’s ex-girlfriend could have 
gotten that story. Does he still keep in contact with her?

He says he tells me everything, and I have trusted him.

But how could he pass that story on? That worries me most. How could 
he?

Actually, I haven’t been concerned about the incident from Paris. I have 
been certain it was a dream. I have even heard about a pop song with 
lyrics that resemble that story. He must have heard the song and turned 
it into a dream.

But how could he pass the story on? 

 “What are you afraid of?” asks the old one. 

I don’t answer.
 
 “It has to be something, she says.” 

I still don’t answer.

 “You wonder if you know your husband well enough, don’t you?”

I look over to her, she has blonde hair that spills across the pillow. 
 
 “You believe in marriage as a journey towards each other,” she   
 says. 

I don’t know what I should say, so I spread the duvet over her.

 “Believe me,” says the old one. “Ultimately, they end up as two   
 total strangers.”

 “Should I keep reading?” I ask.

 “No, I want to sleep now,” answers the old one.

I say goodnight and stand up. I go into the nurses’ station. I look at the 
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telephone, hesitate, then I pick up the phone and dial the number.
There is no answer.

Pick up. Please, pick up, please. He doesn’t answer.

Where can he be? 3:30 in the middle of the night?

I hang up. I find myself a cup of coffee and sit down. I drink a sip and stand 
up again. I read the nursing records. I topple over the bowl with sugar 
cubes.

I pick up the phone again.

This time he answers right away. 

 “Hello, who is it?”

I don’t say anything. I have a whole lot of things I want to say, but I don’t 
say anything.

 “Is it you?” he says.

He is clearly awake now.

I find that I am relieved he is there, I am relieved he answered. 

But still I stay silent.

 “How nice that you called…” he says. 

Quiet.

 “I am so happy that you called…” he says.

I think that it reminds me of a lyric from a soap opera. I am so happy you 
called.

 …

 “I know it is you,” he says.

I am about to say something, but hold back. Does he know it is me? Or 
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does he know it is her?
 
 “Is something wrong?” he asks.

I keep quiet. The alarm from one of the rooms goes off.

 “Answer me!” he says.

Pause.

 “Is something wrong?” he asks.

 “No, everything is fine,” I finally say.

 “I hear that something is wrong,” he says. “What is it?” 

 “No, everything is fine,” I say.

We fall silent again.

 “Everything is fine,” I say. “I just wanted to hear your voice.”
 
 “What is it?” he asks.

 “Nothing,” I say. “Everything is fine.”
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Rosie
by Matthew Bahner

In 2018, I drafted “Rosie” in social isolation in the Golden Trout 
Wilderness. “Rosie” is a tree of metaphors, and at the stump is 
Grief. Grief branches into metaphors of love, death, trauma, escape, 
confrontation, hope. Each of those branches branch into subtle 
metaphors twisted into rhymes. Grieving is like navigating a labyrinth. 
Rosie’s protagonist is lost in a labyrinth of motifs that starts and ends 
with hope.

Part I: Morning 
 
Awake 
The morning breezes spread his eyes and wake his resting mind. 
Demented dreamscapes lost in sleep surrender under time. 
Fresh bits of sun reach earth so sly, 
To saturate the newborn sky. 
Throughout the air of infant days, adventure lives alive. 
 
He sits up slow and breathes the salt arising off the waves. 
He stands atop his feet—so soft—and wobbles in the morning haze. 
His dingy bobs and drifts awry, 
Its wake awakes a lullaby, 
And so he hums a harmony while balancing in place. 
 
He makes the calculated steps and stands atop the stern. 
His stomach belts a hungry yelp, for seabird meat it yearns. 
Mimicking the albatross, 
He sends a mighty call across, 
The empty sky, the echo dies, by no one it is heard. 
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Part II: Day 
 
The Ash Tree 
Sailing past an islet coast, an ash tree stops his eye, 
With eyes entangled in its bark, unblinded branches see him sigh. 
The tree is him, and he’s the tree. 
The air between them shakes gently, 
And shocks his soul submerged in sea with empathetic cries. 
 
The branches dance and harmonize to time, he’s petrified, 
In awe and splendid butterflies awake his manic eyes. 
They rocket out the hollow trunk, 
And imitate his humble hum, 
And to the purpose of their song, no one testifies. 
 
Chromatically so colorful, the dull brown branches sing, 
In harmonies of magical fantastic spastic rings. 
He breathes the song, and sees the sound, 
And listens to the light around, 
In moments lapsed of boundaries found confounding everything.
 
Adrift, afar, and daunted by the separating air, 
With swiftly placed maneuvering, he paddles free of care. 
His faith unto his knowing, 
In his fated strokes of rowing, 
Guides his boat beside the ash tree as his feet meet sand so bare. 
 
He enters through the opening and sits inside the tree. 
The walls span as a uterus, and past the ovaries, 
Placental juices germinate, 
His fetal need to meditate. 
Creating life together, magic’s not a mystery. 
 
Tucked inside the hollow cove, he breathes and listens in, 
To echoes of the cavity, so intricately showing him, 
Kaleidoscopic rainbows, 
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Squirting fountainous perfume, 
And ripened fruits of scrumptiousness with aromatic mushroom plumes. 
 
Finally he sits in calm, perfectious, stagnant peace, 
Concerned by not the breeze, nor clouds, nor teeth of any beast. 
Diverting off at never, 
As he stares into forever, 
He desires not a single change to anything he sees. 
 
Part III: Night 
 
Fire 
Exposed, the branches breathe the air of barren winter heat. 
They lack the summer leaves to mask the skin’s intricacy. 
Then gust from gust invades at dusk, 
The blinding moon sends light in thrusts, 
In strokes—the ash tree shakes a shake and trembles on its feet. 
 
The moon induces vibrations in pulsing infinite. 
It cuts the sky with chaos beams in fractals intricate, 
That penetrate the sturdy bark, 
And frack a freak electric arc, 
Straight down the wooden spinal cord, exploding out in flames. 
 
His rapture ceases suddenly as fire rushes in. 
He disbelieves the violence trumping old delight within. 
He freezes in the tree with fright, 
Forgetting how to move in spite, 
Of tremors, and the light begins to char his melting skin.
 
As time ticks on, the flames grow strong, and sense it slowly grows. 
He grasps inevitable death, if not a last hello. 
Rising to his crooked stance, 
He fights the echo of the trance, 
And limps to safety in the cold, no longer in the burning cove. 
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Destruction permeates the clouds, disrupting symmetry. 
He begs the flames to die to save his perishing reality. 
But every tear rains gasoline, 
And every plea screams blasphemy, 
Still muffled by the raging blaze that dwarfs the Great Sequoia Trees. 
 
The heat that creeps, accelerating, burns the hues of hell. 
The flames spin up to heaven in a death defying swell. 
His biggest fear has come, alas, 
A mighty crash, from Ash, to ash. 
In moments irreversible, the perfect tree has fell. 
 
Hours span, his stagnant stand amasses sleepiness. 
The tremors in his shaky knees suppress his restlessness. 
The bags below his laser gaze, 
Sedate his eyelids as they shade, 
His mind amidst the after blaze, ignoring all chaoticness. 
 
He drags his crippled body through the ash toward his boat. 
His wounds will soon degenerate, invaded by a coat, 
Of ash tree embers dirtying, 
His burns, so now he’s scurrying, 
Towards the sea, a blackout sea—the only antidote. 
 
He heaves himself onto the boat collapsing at the bow. 
So dreary in a midnight haze, he doesn’t tie it down. 
Rocking like a mother sways, 
A child on her breasts and face, 
The boat conceives a dreamy state, to sleep he’s rested down. 

Part IV: Dreams 
 
Confusion 
Timely twisted logic boxes quietly decapitate, 
The idiotic flocks of toxins, living just to procreate, 
In abstinence of sustenance, 
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And virginous abundances, 
So pungently disgusting as they reek a frenzied putrid gust. 
 
So surely ends are sent from hell among a sailor’s shipwrecked sail, 
Impaled by wood from all directions splintering his imperfection, 
Drowning quick, no time to think, 
But all the time he needs to sink, 
So precious as it ticks and slips to nil from naught in tocks and blinks. 
 
A fritter-witted frightened-frantic artist trapped in flawed semantic, 
Gazes vague at land deranged in moonscapes past the lost Atlantic. 
Can he quit his cursing scold, 
If birth of death’s reversible, 
And free a fretting magma soul engrained in cracks volcanic. 
 
A strange new world estranged from strangeness wakes inside his 
resting mind, So full of creatures all arranged unpatterned, crooked, 
undefined. 
And so his sense of sense itself, 
Deranged nonsensically, 
Senses all while knowing none, still going misaligned. 
 
The Jungle 
Disoriented in the jumbled world, he sees a crack, 
So loud it contrasts everything, its void the deepest black, 
Intrigued but mostly curious, 
He peaks into the dark abyss, 
Blinded by a cloud of mist and greeted by a path. 
 
Prancing slightly further, all the fog fades into dew, 
That frosts the endless foliage, so sparkly and new, 
Tree leaves resemble heart trinkets, 
To hide the horrid intricate, 
Doodles on the bark, the earth meticulously drew. 
 The sun reveals the ground path in a never-ending flash. 
Upon a look and sniff he finds the path is made of ash. 
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Frustrated with confusion, 
Desperate for a solution, 
He dives into the jungle undirected with a splash. 
 
Stumbling along the path, a stream reveals itself, 
Eager for a drink, he sips to satisfy himself. 
Untainted tastes so pure and fresh, 
Attain him feeling far less stress, 
And so he sits to watch the stream and thanks it for his health. 
 
The ripples morph to waves reflecting all the trees around. 
The beauty grabs his gaze and hypnotizes him with sounds, 
Of rhythmic undulations, 
And the cryptic formulations, 
Of the subtle rumble splashes all supported by the ground. 
 
The echo of the stream reverberates through jungle space, 
Compounding off the Maple trees in harmony parades. 
It writes the songs of symphonies, 
That span past all infinities, 
Possessing his attention and sedating him in place. 
 
The grass who call the stream bank home all gather for a ball, 
To celebrate their visitor who stumbled there along. 
They dance as eager mistresses, 
And socialize in crystalline, 
Formations which he must applaud with compliments so long. 
 
Aromas off the orchid trees seduce him colorfully. 
Although he misses barren trees, the leaved ones make him pleased. 
Their trunks arouse him in his sight. 
Their curves constrain in bounds so bright, 
Like speckled stars on moonless nights, he climaxes displeased. 
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The Cave 
With fascination dominating all his aimless quests, 
He finds a cave and enters it, now Jungle dispossessed. 
In every little wobble shake, 
He inches as a human snake. 
Quaking slow, he’s cursing and traversing with no rest. 
 
The body-hugging tube does not constrict or dilate.
Monotony gets tiresome conceiving a debate.
Should he keep on transcending, 
Through the tube of never-ending, 
Where the end may not intend on serving purpose to his plate? 
 
Progressing his investment makes regressing more a loss, 
Or would he learn the lesson that a risk imposes cost? 
Unsure of when is optimal, 
To call this venture casual, 
He pauses for a thought aside a hanging albatross. 
 
But pondering in place constricts the cave, in which he sinks. 
And claustrophobia condemns him for his urge to think. 
He freezes in paralysis, 
So anxious from analysis, 
Of option trees proliferating parasitically. 
 
Constrained by indecision and a rigid disposition, 
He is blinded by the moon aback who blasts him with derision, 
As it sits amidst its fullest full, 
And middled on the entry hole, 
He cannot bear to face it as it tortures him with fission. 

Should he, could he, fight the moon and bare plightful interlude, 
Retreating from his solitudal bite so tightly in the tube? 
Or should he keep on going, 
When he knows there is no knowing, 
Where, or if, a glow of light will show if going is resumed? 
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Or is the moon’s ascension a celestial intention, 
To distress him to progress ahead the cave in apprehension? 
Or is all the retardation calling full retaliation, 
To the twisted moon who hates him, shining madness and sedation? 
 
Or is this a rumination of sadistical creation, 
Meant to make him go insane from his redundant frustration, 
Made meticulous in trickery, 
And dark manipulation, 
With disastrous dichotomy attacking inhibition? 
 
And what is there to know inside the cave of never knowing, 
Where he only knows of never in a never-ending flow, 
With no beginning in the end and spanning ends always beginning, 
To begin to never grow into his never-knowing flow? 
 
Forever, he’s not knowing, as the moon continues glowing, 
Glows of poison sank to grief from Eden, certainly not slowing. 
So he throws the window wide engrossed in instincts of devotion, 
To a desperate need to go for reasons not inside his knowing. 
 
Forward toward away, awry, complacent in his shy evasion, 
Of the opening, he drones a drudge, dethroning his elation, 
From his graceful days of water wasted, mocking his creation, 
Blocking urges to escape the hateful moon’s retaliation. 
 
But in his calm progression, he is tempted by regression, 
As the moon sends pulses amplified and stronger by the second, 
Bleeding entropy and stress—depleting optimist progression.
Ceasing finally, he turns around commencing his recession.

He fires back so violently with burning rage, his thoughts dismayed, 
Obsessed with churning vengeances, to fire lace the jungle space. 
Return, he must, to rise a king—a solitude-struck renegade, 
And burn it all, to hell with it, it screwed his slumber anyway. 
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Upon his frantic entrance to the monster-ridden jungle world, 
He stings the air with fire clouds igniting life in rumble swirls, 
Melting frozen fortresses of jungle trees so carelessly, 
Which smelt so fast, igniting faster spanning out concentrically. 
 
The heat increasing tortures him, on course to cook his meat within, 
So climb, he does, into the cave, to save his burning feet again. 
The fire screams in decibels, 
Of wavelength infinitesimal, 
That echoes through the cave, compounding, pounding to defeated ends. 
 
The Desert 
From ash to ash the path is torn to dunes and tunes of jungle wounds, 
Intruding as the only life, he spites the white-bright lighted moon, 
He looks about the land so flat, 
To all horizons, only ash, 
Entrapped by all the aftermath he caused amidst his feud. 
 
No life, no death, just ash and sun, and moon in skies above. 
No art of earth to please his eyes; no water, food or tastes of love. 
Just air and darkness all so sheer, 
While echoed thoughts all commandeer, 
The vacancies of life and death bled out throughout his blood. 
 
Ecstasy would certainly impose on him in hydrant hymns, 
But every drip evaporates, and every drop is sucked away. 
His brain begins to bonify,
As water shortage drains it dry, 
A sip so quick, a drip or lick, is all he wishes of the sky.  

Finally a glimpse of ocean bisects wide the vast horizon,  
Glimmering in blinding waves disrupting all that ash obeys, 
He cries unto the sea in cheers, 
So loyally the fix appears, 
And so he flies in triumph held by wings of thirsty uprising. 
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He hears the sea so gently breathing, waves and tides that scream in grieving, 
Screaming loud, but shouting louder, suddenly he’s not believing. 
Mirage made a fake delusion, 
Manifesting grand illusions, 
Just to keep him going for the hope of thirst relieving. 
 
Dying as he saunters, his mind wanders towards what’s best. 
So clear his past appears in true endearments to distress. 
He drowned himself in waterfalls, 
Confounded by a heart appalled, 
And torn to bits in happenings his consciousness forgets. 
 
Finally unbounded from perception through his senses, 
Gravity consumes his whole in nonstop pulls concentric. 
With all and essence simplified, 
To 
 
Part V: Morning 
 
Awake 
The morning breezes spread his eyes and wake his resting mind. 
Demented dreamscapes lost in sleep surrender under time. 
Fresh bits of sun reach earth so sly, 
To saturate the newborn sky. 
Throughout the air of infant days, adventure lives alive. 
 
He sits up slow and breathes the salt arising off the waves. 
He stands atop his callous feet, so stable in the morning haze. 
His dingy sits in air so still. 
The ebb, it slows, and flowing nil, 
He listens to the silent screams of Mother Nature’s waves.

He makes the ever-fated steps and stands atop the bow. 
He fills his lungs with air to make the albatross’s sound. 
But as he calls, his body halts, 
Electrically in tune. 
Across the sea, two wings fly free, and a phoenix eclipses the moon.
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