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INTRODUCTION

Japanese poet ARAI Takako (b. 1966) was born to a family who for generations owned a silk
weaving factory in Kiryi city, Gunma Prefecture, on the outskirts of Tokyo. Takako studied the
folklore and oral traditions of Japan at her graduate school, Keio University, Tokyo, and started
publishing poems in the early 1990s. Since 1998, she has run a poetry magazine, Mi’Te, which
features poems, translations and poetry criticism. Her second collection, Tamashii Dansu (Soul

Dance) was published in 2007, and received the 41st Oguma Hideo Poetry Prize.

Her latest collection, Betto to Shokki (Beds and Looms), published in 2013, explores the lives of
female workers in the textile factory, applying a unique language inspired by the local dialect of
Kiryii, which she used to hear spoken by the working class women in her childhood. The latter part
of this collection is devoted to poems on the earthquake and tsunami disasters in the Tohoku area in

March, 2011.

In late 2014, Takako started a poetry workshop in Ofunato city, in the Iwate prefecture of Tohoku,
which was severely damaged by the 3.11 disasters. Between 2014 and 2017, Arai held 10
workshops with locals of Ofunato, including poets, in which they together translated 100 tanka
poems by a renowned Iwate-born poet, Ishikawa Takuboku (1886-1912), into Kesen, a dialect of
the Ofunato region. In this work Takako’s journey to explore the folklore of the Kesen language
began. The three poems translated into English here are largely inspired by her experiences in the

Kesen region and language.

“A light bulb” (“Denkyii”) was first published in Mi’Te No.132 (2015 Autumn); “Mechanimism”
(“Hatakami kou”) in an anthology, Contemporary Poetry Centenary (Tokyo: Tolta, 2015);
“Dollogy” (“Oshirasama kou”) in Mi’Te No.134 (2016 Spring).

Takako’s poems in English translation are anthologized in Four from Japan: Contemporary Poetry
and Essays by Women (Belladonna Books, 2006) and Poems of Hiromi It6, Toshiko Hirata &
Takako Arai (Vagabond Press, 2016). Her poems have been translated into many languages,
including Chinese, French, Italian, Serbian and Turkish, and recited at International Poetry Festivals
in countries such as America, Argentina, Italy and Turkey. Takako will perform her poetry at the

Poetry on the Move Festival in Canberra in September 2017.
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A lightbulb

Withered while bowing, tsubaki— single bloom on the hedge. Scoop it up & there’s— this old girl,
lipsticked, watching from a doorway: “A lightbulb. Perhaps you could help?”

It startles me, her stranger’s phrasing. Yes. Better go in, better shed these worn-out scuffs. “The
same socks as him!” Her voice runs clear & cold down my back. The floor creaks—

Her ceiling’s unbelievably high. Can’t reach it— not me. She points, I go for the stepladder, come
back,

& she’s standing—
this old girl
in her bright red wrap

In dim light through paper screen I can see her looking down, touching her sash, her sleeves,
standing on the kimono’s fallen layers—feet bare already! Crazy! I drop the ladder, of course, &
turn to go—

“Pardon me. I’m not going to do anything. I just want you to take a look.” Her voice is pleading,
catching me. Thin, thinner, sharpening, red, the whet barb hooking my ear’s depth. Ahh—ahh— her
breath pushes back, her scent’s rising like smoke, my heart chokes, I turn— we turn to one another.
Her make-up’s slipping. I can see her naked face.

Ogres, snakes— I’ll take what I can get. Pull it together, go to her. Push her down, tear open the
wrap— what? Another underneath— silk, fine and white as a shroud. “I told you, I just want you to
take a look.” Her thighs are twisting, she’s wrapping herself back up. Her face smooths, cool
&waxy, her eyes flash a deep red. I grab the neck, pull at it, grab her breast—

it’s not there
her breast

a handspan cut
smooth as mountain snow
& Scolopendra flat.

“The operation was twenty years ago.”
%
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the operation twenty years  ahh like this  you’ve looked down on me the sea of my
breast surging reviving ahh  sored the scar that tips my heart ~ reviving  asif
new-born  ridges swelling, yes? Scorpius of my breast ahh  these stitches

the scissors
like the tail, yes? the needle-tip puncturing
and should I let this stretch ahh ahh with my deepest breath?
That morning a bloom single, on the hospital hedge.

I was put in a white gown. The doctor looked like you, with your strong nose.
The anaesthetic began to work
and through the haze to my lost ears
the voice echoed

Let’s begin
frantic I prised open my inner lids
& the bulb’s sting was printed

on the water mirror
my inner abyss

Quickly, turn it on again
you look like him today again
the hedge
and in a white gown

I bloom yes
Turn it on ¢’mon
you just brush past mewith your scissors so chilly
and I’m surging surging showing hot red scissors
I forever and ever in a white gown
you forever the doctor

slashed them, didn’t you?  the white tsubaki
chopped them into pieces so I came in red!

Why doesn’t it turn on!

the single bulb
the poisoned needle prising scratching at my eyelids
scratching me stabbing pushing me down stinging bright

Just turn it on!
so sweet, this anaesthetic haze.
so chilly

I’ll puff puff till I burst

swell

and swell
my belly
gross, yes?
don’t
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let me hang on the hedge.
Red or white, it doesn’t matter.
it blooms anyway—
the flower
lightbulb swinging in the wind
I
pendant star of the sour night dew
clambering, stitched thread clenching clambering
hanging, dangling, Scorpius, bound up, springing droplets
swollen scorpion belly
reflecting in this image, this compact
lightbulb, a lightbulb, a lightbulb

Turn it on
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Dollogy

Oh! You’re even rounder than I expected. Cinched in by a skinny belt.

Every spring you need a new red dress, so now you’re fat with layers, a bundled-up ball. Girl-doll.
What a stink when your hem’s picked up—as if those layers were stewed in soy for days. Layers,
layers fraying, then more layers.

Fresh layers every year. You put on new ones as the ones inside mature. And there inside you tend
your many moulds. In spring they wriggle, teem, and like blossoms fall away.

Well, it all makes sense—the silk threads are both the spit of the worms and their boiled-up flesh,
so of course they stink. You’ve been to the silk mill, right? The stench burns your nostrils because
the cocoons are peeled skin. And so these layers, rotten with damp, turn back to flesh.

Of course. Girl-dolls are the mummies of silk worms.
Of course. Girl-dolls are the mummies of young girls.

Once there was a girl like a girl-doll pole—whack, whack!—standing, with arms chopped off.
Human sacrifice, yes? The human pole offered to the mountain goddess. We give thanks for all the
wood that we’re given, of course!

Standing, she can’t stop the flow of blood from her shoulders. Moon-blood. She’s cinched to the
pole and it splashes, even from her womb.
And can’t stop, even after her last breath is gone,

even after the goddess has stripped her skin.

Girl-doll is standing in for you.
Girl-doll is standing in for the mountain goddess.

Every spring you need new skin, so now you’re plump with life. Goddess.
Celebrating the breath-push. Blossoms, then more blossoms from within your mountain gorge.

For hundreds of years, thousands of years

layering age—
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Please, please make a corpse for me, slowly, slowly put the skins on
give me red ones

because I'’ll dye them, because I can’t stop. Of course it stinks when you lift these layers.

That’s

the moon.
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Mechanimism

crankrankrankrankrank
around the silk mill runs

a god,

stark naked, canines looming—

whether we weave the material
or buy it
we produce, consume, expend—
no—
there’s something deeper:
what’s vanished,

what was made to vanish—
we stopped walking naked, yes?
put on the animal’s skin
& sang, danced, worshipped its severed head,
the material woven,
the roots of the downy hair
reeking
with the breath of what’s buried—

crankrankrankrankrank
around the silk mill

on four legs,

furry, sticky, horny-nosed,

it gobbles up

gulp!

the mill women

who spit the thread—

get out of here!



Translators’ Notes

“A Lightbulb”

Tsubaki: Tsubaki is a single-layered winter camellia, usually deep red or pure white. The flower is
associated with traveling courtesans, who carried it both as a medicinal remedy and to indicate their
profession. There is also an association with La Traviata, the title of which is translated, in Japanese,
as ‘The Camellia Princess’.

“Dollogy”

Girl-doll: The Japanese word used here is Oshirasama, the name of a doll or idol made by layering
pieces of silk over a stick as part of a Tohoku regional village ritual. Girls and women add fabric to
the figure annually in tribute to the goddess manifest in the dolls. In some parts of Japan
Oshirasama appears as the female half of a male-female pair of dolls, or as one of a set of several
dolls.
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