The Chrysanthemum

(Kiku no Hana)

Taro Kaja 

Master

MASTER  I am a resident of this neighborhood. I have one servant, and he has gone off somewhere or other without so much as a by-your-leave. I have been told that he came back home last night, but he has not yet presented himself before me. Today I have decided to go to his place to trick him into showing his face and give him a good scolding. Truly, what a hateful rascal he is! If only he had simply told me he wanted to go, I would have given him all the time off he might want, but sneaking off like he did is execrably hateful. Well, here I am at his place already. If he were to recognize my voice, he would most likely pretend to be out. Thus I will disguise my voice. (He opens his fan and hides his face behind it.) Hello in there. Is anybody home? 

TARO KAJA   Oh, how strange! Though I just came back home last night, somebody or other has already heard about it and is at the door. (Coming to the door.) Who is there?

MASTER  Hello in there. 

TARO KAJA  Who is there?

MASTER  You hateful rascal!

TARO KAJA  Haaaa.

MASTER  Your politeness is a bother. Just get yourself up from there. 

TARO KAJA  This is indeed a bother.

MASTER  Who did you ask permission to go off somewhere or other?

TARO KAJA  Well, now that you ask, I must tell you that I was convinced that, as I am the only servant you have, if I were to ask you for time off, you would not give me permission, so I sneaked quietly away to make a pilgrimage to the capital.

MASTER  Well, how unusual. Is there some law that says that when an only servant goes to make a pilgrimage to the capital, (Grasping the hilt of his sword, he strikes a threatening pose.) he is not to ask his master's permission? You are a hateful rascal. I came all the way here intending to give you a good scolding, but now that I hear that you make a pilgrimage to the capital, as I have fond memories of the capital myself, I will forgive you this time. So get to your feet.

TARO KAJA  Is that really true?

MASTER  I swear by the God Hachiman and his bow and arrows that I will spare your life.

TARO KAJA  Oh, what relief I feel!

MASTER  Did you feel uncomfortable just now?

TARO KAJA  Your anger was so much greater than usual that I was certain you would cut me down this time and that made the hair all over me stand on end.

MASTER  I am certain it did. I was indeed much angrier than usual. Take care to avoid such a situation in the future.

TARO KAJA  As you say, Sir.

MASTER  Well now, you say you made a pilgrimage to the capital, so did you find anything particularly unusual there?

TARO KAJA  There was nothing that was particularly unusual, but as this was the first time I ever went there, I made up my mind to sightsee here and there and everywhere, so first I went to the shrine of the celestial deity in Kitano, and in the forest there, I saw a gigantic nettle tree with a crow perched on one of its branches and a sparrow perched on another. The sparrow moved over to the side of the crow and chirped, "Father, Father!" (Chichi). The crow fixed a firm eye on the sparrow and cawed, "My son, my son?" (Ko ka). So there is no doubt at all that they were father and son. 

MASTER  Well, I must say, what foolish words you utter! They were simply each chirping in the manner of their own kind, and they just happened to perch on the same branch and chirp at each other. So to say that they were father and son is quite impossible. What I asked you was if you saw anything there that was particularly unusual.

TARO KAJA   Well, as I was on my way home, I passed by a small house where some chrysanthemums were in splendid  bloom, so I stopped to gaze at them. There were so very splendid that I asked if I might have one and, though the agreeable master of the house said he prized them highly, he plucked one of the biggest blossoms among them and gave it to me. And I bowed low and spoke words of deepest gratitude as I received it. Then after that, I decided to go visit Gion and Kiyomizu. As I strolled slowly down Sanjo Avenue, as I felt that carrying that blossom hanging droopingly from my hand was an inconsiderate thing to do, I stuck it in my topknot, and continued strolling on my way, when a huge crowd of what appeared to be imperial ladies-in-waiting dressed in fine robes and looking for all the world like a bouquet of poppy blossoms came up behind me, and we walked along for some time, with them behind me sometimes and in front of me at other times. When these lovely ladies saw the chrysanthemum stuck in my topknot, they exclaimed that it was a most splendid blossom and composed a poem about it on the spot.

MASTER  And how did that poem of theirs go?

TARO KAJA  It went, 

In the capital

Chrysanthemums have no place to bloom

So they come out in profusion

On even a shaggy head of hair.

MASTER  Well, just as one would expect of imperial ladies-in-waiting, they composed a most genteel poem.

TARO KAJA   As I am most aware that it has always been said that when some one recites a poem to one, if one does not recite another in answer, one will be reborn as a mouthless insect in the next life, I composed an answer poem on the spot. 

MASTER  I cannot imaging you composing an answer poem on the spot. 

TARO KAJA  Just listen and see.

MASTER  So how did it go?

TARO KAJA  It went, 

In the capital

Chrysanthemums have a place to bloom

And they also come out in profusion

On a head that thinks about them.

MASTER  Unusually for you, that is an amazingly well-composed verse.

TARO KAJA  And the ladies were also so surprised that they said, "though you seem to be from the country, you are a genteel man, so will you not come along with us to Gion?" So I said I would and strolled along behind them, until, before long, we reached Gion. As one would expect of the capital, the forest of Gion is covered with curtains to both the west and the east.

MASTER  That I am certain it is.

TARO KAJA  As all the ladies-in-waiting entered all together in through one of those curtains, thinking that they would likely invite me in there too, I waiting for a time outside. But since nobody came to call for me, not wanting to be ridiculed as a country bumpkin, I lift the curtain up high and went on inside. Just as I entered, one woman came and said that I was not in my proper place, but I responded that I was quite happy where I was. Even so, she kept urging me to come with her, grabbing my hand and leading me to the highest seat. 

MASTER  There is no way that you could have been given the highest seat. But tell me, were there cups and jars of wine on stands there?

TARO KAJA  No, no. Things such as those were far down in the lower seating area. Where I was there were any number of sandals with thick thongs lying all about.

MASTER  Well, I must say, how foolish you are. That is the place people leave their footwear and the lowest seat of all.

TARO KAJA  Haaaa. So you say it was the lowest seat of all?

MASTER  As old as you are, are you still ignorant of the difference between high and low seats?

TARO KAJA  Now that you put it that way, I do recall a certain thing that happened. People began bringing trays by that were covered with gold and silver things, so I thought that they were going to honor me by serving me a meal. So I waited expectantly, and just as I was wondering what had happened to the food, they began carrying cups and jars of wine on stands. Convinced that they had taken the trays of food to serve somebody in an inner room and that they were going to serve me wine, I occupied myself with straightening up my clothes and pretended not to notice what was going on. But though it had seemed that they were bringing the wine to me, they only passed on by right under my nose and took it into an inner room. As I was quite out of sorts by this time, I began to feel that I should not waste my time by hanging around in such a place any longer, so I raised the curtain high and went out. After I had walked for four or five blocks, a woman of more than forty years and hair streaming down her back came waddling at full speed after me shouting for me to stop. Thinking that though she had likely come out of pity for me because I had left my seat so suddenly, I would no go back no matter what. But still she came running after me, and I must add, she was fast on her feet. She quickly caught up with me and grabbed my right arm without saying a word, twisting it up behind me so hard that I cried out in pain and demanded to know what she was up to. She responded by insisting that I give something or other back, while I retorted that she was being inordinately unreasonable, that I knew nothing about what she was talking about, and that she must released me and let me go. She shouted back that I was talking nonsense and that if I would not give it back willingly, she would force me to do so. This time, she grabbed my left arm and twisted it till I cried out in pain again. What a bother it was! Then I yelled at her saying that she could do anything she liked as long as she released me and let me go. So finally she let me go and I did a really good deed.

MASTER  What did you do?

TARO KAJA   Asking if this was what she was talking about, I took a pair of sandals with thick thongs out of the breast of my kimono and gave them back to her.

MASTER   You worthless rascal! Get out of my sight! Ei!

TARO KAJA  (Bowing with his head to the ground.) Haaa.

(Source: Kyogen Shusei, 118-119, Nogaku Shorin, Tokyo, 1974)




