ESSAYS

A SHORT B1IOGRAPHY OF TOMITA MOPPO
WITH SELECTED HAIKU

Masaya Saito

T omita Hajime wasborn into poverty on April 14, 1897 in Mukéjima,
an ordinary peoples’ quarter on the Sumida River in Tokyo. His
father, who was fond of gambling, ran a humble eel cuisine restaurant.
His mother, who was inclined to drinking, had very little education. At
the age of one, Hajime suffered a high fever, which paralyzed his legs.
Consequently, he remained bereft of the ability to walk for the rest of
his lifetime. ‘Moppo, which literally means ‘wooden steps, is a pen name
Hajime gave himself after he tried in vain to make a pair of wooden leg
braces. This physical handicap, as well as poverty, kept him from receiv-
ing education in elementary school and beyond. Nevertheless, he devel-
oped literacy by himself. It was when Moppo was in his middle teens that
he began to write haiku.

At the age of nineteen, Moppo began to subscribe regularly to a haiku
magazine, Shakunage (Rhododendron), founded by Usuda Aro (1879-
1951). Ard was a haiku poet who stressed the importance of the integra-
tion of emotions and observations of nature in the composition of haiku.

In 1917, Moppo got acquainted with Arai Seift, one of Ard’s haiku
pupils who was then an economics student of Keio University. Seifu fre-
quently called on Moppo, bringing a variety of literary magazines, in-
cluding haiku periodicals, which he presented to Moppo, who was then
running a mom-and-pop candy shop, still in poverty.

In fact, the destitution was so extreme that not only Moppo but also
his sisters and brothers had to struggle with it all the time. Two of his el-
der sisters worked in licensed quarters and, later, lived as kept mistresses.
After his father’s death in 1912, the eldest brother took over the family
business. However, the family still wasn’t well off. In 1913, Moppo went

27
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into apprenticeship at a kimono pattern craft shop. After half a year, he
left the shop, being unable to endure long hours of hard work and the se-
verity of ill-treatment from his colleagues. His younger brother, who was
a deaf-mute, worked at home making paper toys as a subcontractor. His
younger sisters, Makiko and Shizuko, both became apprentice geishas.
The January 1918 issue of Akane, a haiku periodical founded by Seifu,
featured a collection of Moppo’s haiku. This helped Moppo to be recog-
nized as a unique haiku poet struggling with his hardships. Some haiku
poets, including Ar6, admired his haiku which were printed in the pe-
riodical. Furthermore, Nishimura Yokichi (1892-1959), a tanka poet,
wrote a review that identified Moppo as ‘the Ishikawa Takuboku of the
haiku world, calling him a haiku poet of jinsei-ha (the life school).

In February, 1918, his younger brother, Risuke, drowned while swim-
ming in the Sumida River. In July, his youngest sister, Makiko, died of
tuberculosis. Moppo closed down his candy shop and started working
as a subcontractor, making hats. In June, he had the rare occasion of go-
ing out of his house to enjoy an excursion, visiting his elder sister’s house
in a rickshaw, where he stayed for two nights. He wrote a travelogue on
this trip and published it in the June issue of the periodical, Haiku Sekai
(Haiku World). It was his first prose work that appeared in print. In De-
cember, Moppo coughed up blood for the first time. He had been in-
fected with tuberculosis.

In 1920, Seifii asked Watanabe Suiha (1882-1946), a renowned hai-
ku poet, to print a collection of Moppo’s works in his haiku periodical
Kyokusui (Winding Stream). Suiha gave a ready consent and serialized it
in four successive issues, calling Moppo ‘an outstanding author” in the pe-
riodical. Because of this, Moppo came to be widely known as an ill-fated
genius to the haiku world in general.

In spite of his fame as a promising young haiku poet, he remained poor.
In 1921, he began a tiny rental bookshop. It was located in Tamanoi,
which had used to be covered only with fields and pastures but was then
about to become a red-light district with many new buildings. His cus-
tomers were mostly prostitutes who borrowed books for easy reading.

In January, 1922, a daughter of Moppo’s eldest brother died at the age
of one. In summer of the same year, Karajo, a factory worker who had
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been learning haiku from him, died of tuberculosis. In September, his
mother died of a stroke. In October, Seifu held a fundraiser for Moppo
by means of selling haiku handwritten in calligraphy by famous haiku
poets such as Suiha and Aro, among others. The profit was to be used for
injections and other medical expenses of which Moppo was in desperate
need.

On September 1, 1923, Tokyo was devastated by Kanto Dai-Shinsai
(the Great Kanto Earthquake). Legend has it that, carried on the back
of Seift, Moppo escaped through roaring flames and, finally, got to the
riverbank of the Sumida River, but no further. Seift had no choice but to
leave him there and dive into and swim across the river in order to save
his own life. When Seifu finally crossed the river and looked back, he no
longer saw any human figures on the other side of the river, which had
already been devoured by a whirlwind of flames.

Moppo was twenty-six years old when he died.

The notes in the haiku that follow are from Moppo himself. When I
translated his haiku, I referred to Kettei-ban: Tomita Moppo Zenshii (De-
finitive Edition: The Collected Works of Tomita Moppo), which was
edited by Arai Seift and published by Sekai Bunko in 1964.

1915

How pathetic those wooden legs! I tried to make them with the sole
desire of walking. But, now, I have half given up. I see those remain-
ing pieces of wood propped up sadly among the bushes of Chinese
wolfberries of my elder brother’s back hedge:

FIA D EARB DD fES

kuko shigeru naka yo moppo no nokori iru

Among the thick
wolfberry bushes
my wooden legs remain
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During my illness:

FHRIC )72 5 D DR

kusurigami ni ku o kakitameru yosamu kana

On each piece
of medicine paper, I write a haiku —
autumn night chill

My mother, who takes care of a chicken, is out:

RIS EAFES NZEMDE

tori nakedo shimau hito naki aki no kure

A cock crows
no one to cage it —
autumn dusk

1916

A D% RICHIZEDTROE D

yomeiri o mini debaratte ie nodoka

Everyone but me
out to see a bride’s arrival ...
this house on a balmy day

KIFDHHICT > TEFHELDEHD

kaga no wa ni ranpu to ware to jitto ari

Inside the circle of
a flying moth, alamp and I

remain still
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HRIABEDIETDED > Fk

hadakabi ni kabe no susuke ya kururu aki

Open flame
soot on the wall —
departing autumn

HURAAUIARH L DR IED 7

tsukue miireba mokume namidatsu yosamu kana

As I gaze at the desk
its wood grain rises in waves —

autumn night chill

FUERSPHHC DA LR

akikaze ya noki ni tsuruseshi itoguruma

Autumn wind —
hanging under the eaves,
a spinning wheel

NI R DARYL-PRKD

mukaretaru shuro no kibhada ya aki no kaze

A windmill palm
its skin peeled bare —

autumn wind
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Lodging Niomaru in my house:

A E a2 5 25 SRDTHE
kabi-kusaki yogi o hikiau mushi no yado

A musty blanket
we pull from each other ...
insects chirping

WHRIDT LW T35 47K

Jyari no goto shijimi togioru yi-shigure

Like pebbles
I wash clams... early winter

evcning rain

TREOKICKATRSHEEDN &

kosuzume no yoni marobi kuru kareha kana

Like a baby sparrow
a withered leaf comes
rolling along

HOEHEIX S > AT N

niwatori no nokiba owaruru mizore kana

A cock
chased away from the eaves....
sleet
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1917

i AL DNWE S SR UEA]

0shinba no ijimerarekishi takobiyori

Having been bullied
a deaf boy comes home....
kite-flying weather

IHFEICERENTRHE DY

shijimi-uri ni zeni kaete yaru natsu no yi

For a clam vendor
I break a bill ...

summer cvening

JR 7 CROR TN DE D H

furo o dete mukai mataretsu natsu no tsuki

After taking a bath
I wait to be picked up ...

a Sumimecr moon

BYJHRFHANTRIDEHED D

kekiri-mushi toraete oshi no ibari keri

A long-horn beetle
caught by a deaf-mute
proud of himself
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RIREPWTIEE I <ThHR

yasamusa ya fukeba isukumu aburamushi

Night chill —
as I blow upon it...

a crouching cockroach

At the rear of the house, my aunt has awoken from a doze and is now

making whistle dolls:

RO NIENLING — D31

aki no yo ya ningyo nakasu hitotsuzutsu

Autumn night —
one after another, she makes

dolls cry

MRS REES B D ANB IO

kotabako ni haha musekaeru yowa no aki

Snuff
suffocates my mother —
autumn midnight

DT IHNRBEICBE B FAIERN

usosamu ya tatami ni odoru kageboshi

Autumn chill —
on tatami

my dancing shadow



Essays 35
D TR PEF- D72 i i
usosamu ya shoji no ana o nozoku neko
Autumn chill —
a hole in the shoji screen
a cat peeps through
Sickbed:

BEAVB IR DR R SR ODE:

waga kata ni kumo no ito haru aki no kure

On my shoulder
a spider weaves a web —

autumn evcning

The pair of wooden leg braces, which I secretly kept at my aunt’s

house for a while, no longer give me any hope. So I told her to use

them as fuel or something like that:

NIEMHTRD EHEERES > Fk

hito ni himete ki no ashi takine kururu aki

In secret
wooden leg braces burnt —

autumn ending

B JULLIT U T T2 R M5

waga shiri ni nite shinabitaru hechima kana

Shriveled
like my buttocks

a gourd
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During my illness:

U125 SR R5e% > LoD

hidarusa ni yoake mataruru mushi no koe

Hungry ...
I yearn for daybreak
insects chirping

CIEAZRRDOEDIENA

korogi ya kari no makura no kusare-bon

A cricket —
a decayed book I use
as my pillow

CIEAETRBEOHELIBHDMR

korogi ya oidaki shitaru nabe no meshi

A cricket —
rice in a pot
reheated

My sick brother:

AT TR BT BRI D K

ame namete yasuyakeku neyo yowa no fuyu

Eat candy
then sleep a peaceful sleep ...
winter midnight
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ZDERNE > DELWKDEE

fuyu no yo ya isasaka taranu kome no zeni

Winter night —
a penny short

for rice

In order to distract myself from my exhaustion after shaving dolls
made of glued sawdust, I sing Buddhist hymns:

R THIRD Te 5P D%

haha to ite wasan utau ya yowa no fuyu

With my mother
I sing Buddhist hymns —

winter midnight

BED IS IEMLIAT 22D

kabe no ana ni sugi-ba oshikomu karakkaze

Into a cavity
in the wall, I thrust cedar leaves —
dry winter gale

AROUKHTURKEZS

ki no gotoku iteshi ashi yona kangarasu

Like wood
my legs frozen —

winter crow



MoDERN Ha1ku 50.3

IR FICAD TS &E 72 254

yukashita ni irite naki-oru kansuzume

Coming under
the floor and twittering

a winter sparrow

In the winter my legs are frozen, so I crawl along, wrapped in a pad-
ded cotton kimono, to go relieve myself:

KA & A UL PRI

inu neko to onaji sugata ya fuyu-zashiki

I, who look
the same as dogs and cats —

winter tatami room

1918

B DRAITNDEHDNE

ari-domo no shiri mina hikaru harubi kana

Ants
each rear shines with

spring sunlight

REDTHREAT 9 b e

tomo satte butto tomosu togaeru

My friend leaves
I offer a light to a Buddha...

frogs croaking far away
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My sick sister:

HEZ SN EIZ LR E

wasan kow imo itooshimu yo mijikaki

Asking for
a Buddhist hymn, my darling sister ...
short summer night

My sister, whose condition has taken a sudden turn for the worse,

incessantly asks her mother to chant sutra:

SHHIKOERBMOMEE

koyoz' ngorz’ to naru inovi kamo natsu-arashi

Tonight might be
our last night to pray for her life...

summer storm

RARICKS BT REH D

neru imo ni kinu uchikakenu hana-ayame

My sister asleep
I cover her with a kimono...
an iris lower

Unaware of her approaching death, my younger sister tenderly talks:

1R HRZ2 B W 9 RHERIC

namida waku me o oi-utsusu asagao ni

Tears well up
from my eyes, which I hastily direct
towards a morning glory
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The first night of mourning:

PR DK OFEFE IR E IS D
senko no hi no ho uku kaya fuke ni keri

An incense stick’s
glowing tip afloat inside the mosquito net...

night deepening

1919
Putting down the words my sick mother uttered as they are:

HEAC COEDRL ZHER D

tainai ni kono kaze ga fuku sackaeri

In my body
this wind blowing... chilliness
returns in spring

August 8th:

PLMICAHA LA EE R RMEG

kakketsu ni mijirogi mo sezu yozemi naku

I cough up blood....
not stirring an inch, cicadas
screeching at night
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My mother stricken with a cerebral hemorrhage:

RIDOAEDIALE2 5 DL

haha no mitori ni butto wasuru yoi no fuyu

Tending my mother
[ fail to offer a light to Buddha...

evening 1n winter

Dreaming of the dead:

1920

EHICHNIEL DO UL

yume ni mirveba shi mo natsukashi ya fuyuki-kaze

Having dreamed
I feel intimate even with death ...
withering wind

T<EPOLNUCEOLED LT

iku-toshi ya ware nimo hitori onna-deshi

The departing year —
even for me, one female

haiku pupil

IKD K75 E 2B HR E k<

mizu no yona kumo o suku i ya shobu saku

Through clouds
like water, the sunlight —
irises blooming
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FH DOREICKDATD S B AR

ashi no ho ni ie no hi tsuzuru nozue kana

Beyond reed-heads
house lights in succession, where

the open fields end

Illness like my old friend:

FEEANEDOEER LR DR

shi omoeba waga heya shitashi hiru no mushi

As I think of death
this room seems intimate —

noon... insects chirp

Still finding it hard to leave my sickbed, I had Seifu take a picture of

me for amusement:

s DN NNITETEL

omokage no torawarebito ni nite samushi

How I look
resembles a prisoner ...
so cold

AOMEY HICR A TR E D75

mado no shii yihi ni haete narai kana

Out of a window
an oak tree aglow with sunset

in the north wind
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At &R T LA B
narai ato kokoro hokeshi yiige kana
The north wind
has droped... my absentminded
evening meal
1921

RN FHDNDNFEDLHEFEHMNE

nukarumi no itsuka aomeru harubi kana

Mire
already green —

a spring day

JRARIT TSI RIDIED R

yami-hokete futo shi o mitari hana no hiru

Senile with illness
I suddenly saw death — noon
full of cherry blossoms

O-& DI TRECIAD BB DR

hitori ite kabe ni sayuru ya hiru no kage

Alone ...
chilly on the wall,
my noon shadow
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1922
My sick body suffers from night sweats night after night:

wEI T U TIHLSPHERE

yogi usuku shite sabishira ya haru asaki

My nightclothes
so thin, I feel forlorn —
carly spring

Running a secondhand book shop, a year has already passed:

OO OMMEEDTEINEEX

nariwai no shimi to chigirite hakanasa yo

My business....
how vain I feel, dealing with

silverfish

BEDFRTZ N T SHEHLED

fuji-no-mi ya tasogare sasou usu-midori

Wisteria pods
invite twilight with

pale green



