Verse or Vest?

(Renga Jittoku) 
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RICH MAN  I am a resident of this neighborhood. I have decided to hire a linked-verse master for my father's memorial service, as he was most fond of linked poetry during his lifetime. I will be willing to pay a wage of ten gold pieces (kan) as a starting wage to a priest who is well versed in the ten virtues (jittoku) of linked poetry, and if he is one who has learned those virtues accurately and well, I will continue to pay him handsomely for a long period of time. First, I will put up a signboard to that effect.

WIFE  Oh, how angry, how angry I am! (Chasing her HUSBAND on, wielding a stick and scolding.)

HUSBAND  Oh, wait, please wait. What are you up to? 

WIFE  I am going to beat you to death with this stick.

HUSBAND  There you go again with your stick carelessly shouting about beating and pummeling me to death. What makes you think you have the right to speak to a man like that?

WIFE  Oh, that sounds nice indeed. But what makes you think that you are truly a man of any sort of worth? 

HUSBAND  Whatever I may think or not think about it, I am not a woman but a man. So what of that?

WIFE  There you go spitting up nonsense again. Just pay attention and listen well. You must have some memory of what I mean somewhere in your heart.

HUSBAND  I have no memory of any such thing.

WIFE  So you have forgotten the unforgettable! Truly, when I came to you as a bride, I brought with me countless robes for all four seasons and the twelve utensils, and I have continued to weave every day of every month since then.

HUSBAND  Is that why we are out here now like this? 

WIFE  First listen to the rest!  Sometime or other ago, you began hanging out with the neighborhood no-goods and gambling with them. Since this has worsened your character, I asked someone to convince you to stop. But though that person agreed and gave you a great deal of good advice, you refused to listen. Instead you have continued to gamble until now absolutely everything including the fields, the mountains, and the heirlooms has disappeared as in a puff of smoke, leaving me with not so much as a measure-full of anything. Thus I am hardly able to keep even a few wisps of smoke rising up morning and evening. Even so, you refuse to correct your attitude, and you wander about the neighborhood forcing your way into any home that has so much as a fire going under their pots and pans, refusing to come back home until they have given you something to eat. Do you not feel ashamed of such behavior, do you not feel shame? In any case, this is all my fault for allowing you to stay alive. But now I am going to beat you to death, so prepare your heart for that!

HUSBAND  While all you say may well be true, what will you do after you kill me?

WIFE  After I kill you, I will also kill myself.

HUSBAND  So you will not stay alive either? 

WIFE  How could I stay alive after that?

HUSBAND  If that is the case, since this is the only life we have for dying from, start by not killing me and dying first yourself alone. 

WIFE  Oh, how angry, how angry I am. There you go talking nonsense again. In any case, after I kill you, I have something else to do. So come over here, come over here.

HUSBAND  Oh, wait, please wait! I admit I was entirely wrong in every way. You have reason for scolding. From now on, I will rectify my heart and I will confer with a person I know about how to make a living and bring home some money, so first please forgive me this time. 

WIFE  Even though you always say that, do you not always end up sliding back into your old ways again?

HUSBAND  This time for sure, it is the truth. I will go right away to confer with my friend.

WIFE  If that is the case, go right away to confer with your friend, for unless you do, I will not let you into the house when you come back. 

HUSBAND  You have no need for concern. Just watch how I prosper from now on.

WIFE  Just get out of here and don't come back until you get yourself together. (Going off.) How angry, how angry I am. How angry, how angry I am.

HUSBAND  What is this? In that state of mind, I am sure she will definitely not let me back into the house as I am. I wonder what I should do now. The old priest at the temple is a man of deep reflection. First I will go visit and confer with him. What my wife says is absolutely right. I am entirely in the wrong. In any case, I have made up my mind to follow from this time forward whatever instructions the old priest may give me and to thus rectify my heart. Well, here I am already. First I will announce myself. Hello in there. Is anybody home?

PRIEST  Well, someone is at the door. Who is it?

HUSBAND  It is I. 

PRIEST  Oh, it is you. And for what have you come to visit me?

HUSBAND  The matter concerning which I have come to visit you just now is of no great import. To all effects and purposes, my life is in such a mess that I have no idea whether I am coming or going. And there is no one in particular with whom I can confer. So I would be most deeply grateful if you would consider my problem with compassion and think of some way for me to solve my problem.

PRIEST  You should mind your manners better. Since quite some time ago, you have come to me time after time with the same story. As I felt sorry for you, on one occasion I provided you with a bit of funding and on another, I also sent you rice and other provisions. And now if it is to tell me once more that you cannot make a living for yourself, I no longer care what happens to you, so prepare your heart for that. 

HUSBAND  What you say is entirely right, but you are the only person left that I can depend on. I humbly beg you to think of some solution for me.

PRIEST  Well, I must say how pitiable your are. Have you never learned any sort of craft? 

HUSBAND  I have always been particularly inept when its comes to any sort of craft. 

PRIEST  Well, that is a pity indeed. Then how are you at composing linked verses? 

HUSBAND  When I try to compose, I just end up sputtering, so I am no good at it at all. 

PRIEST  Even if you cannot compose linked verses, if you take the tonsure, I know of something you can do.

HUSBAND  What sort of thing might it be?

PRIEST  Well, there is a rich man who lives near here who wants to hire a linked-verse master in memory of his father. And he has put up a signboard saying that he will be willing to pay a wage of ten pieces for as a starting wage to a priest who is well versed in the ten virtues (jittoku) of linked verse, and if he is one who has learned those virtues accurately and well, he will continue to pay him handsomely for a long period of time. If you become a priest, even if you cannot compose linked verses, I have a plan for you that cannot be carried out as a layman.

HUSBAND  Oh, if I can get a wage of ten pieces, I will become a priest or whatever. 

PRIEST  If that is the case, I have an old vest (jittoku) here. I will give it to you, so you must put it on and go say that you as a priest who is well versed in the ten virtues (jittoku) of linked verse. Then you will quickly be paid your wage of ten pieces. And as soon as you do, you must raise it up respectfully as you bow in gratitude. Then if he should question you concerning the traditions and virtues, since you have a smooth tongue, all you need do is say whatever might come to mind that sounds plausible, and he will surely continue to pay you handsomely for a long period of time. And if things do not work out well, all you need do is make up some story and leave his place. However things may go, all you need is make sure that you get your wage of ten pieces before you leave. So what do you think of my idea? 

HUSBAND  Well, I must say, you have given me good advice. Whatever else might be said, I have never learned anything and I have no capital with which to start a business. But telling that sort of lies to smooth things over at the moment is the thing that I do best. I will be on my way right away. While I realize what a bother it may be, will you please shave my head. 

PRIEST  No, before I carry out the head shaving ceremony for you, you must first go back home and consult with your family and your wife. Let's wait until you have done that.

HUSBAND  Put your mind to rest on that score. Concerning the mess my life is in, I have already consulted with my wife and with my family as well, and all have agreed and it has been decided that whether it means shaving my hair or my nose or my ears off, I must find some what to make a living. So as you have no need for concern on that score, please shave my head quickly.

PRIEST  If that is the way things have been decided, I will indeed shave your head for you, But since your wife is even more raucous than most women, it is only natural that she may well have changed her mind. So you must go confer with her carefully once more. 

HUSBAND  Oh, no. I just conferred with her this very morning, and she pestered me to come here to the temple and get you to help me become a priest as soon as possible. So by all means, please shave my head.

PRIEST  If things have gone that far, I will shave your head. Come over here. 

HUSBAND  Thank you for your trouble.

PRIEST  You have a very easy head to shave. 

HUSBAND  I must say, how soft and gentle are your hands!

PRIEST  There, there now. It is done. 

HUSBAND  Is it done already?

PRIEST  And it becomes you extremely well.

HUSBAND  I am most grateful. I will make up something and tell him it is the ten virtues of linked verse. 

PRIEST  I hope that you prosper well. 

HUSBAND  Thanks to you, I will gain a goodly amount of capital. And when I receive my wages, I will give you a share. 

PRIEST  That is not necessary. Just be on your way. 

HUSBAND  If that is the case, I will hurry on my way. 

PRIEST & HUSBAND  Fare you well, fare you well. 

      (The PRIEST exits.) 

HUSBAND  Oh, how happy, how happy I am. Now I must hurry on my way. Truly, this is what is meant by the saying that nature never kills a man. I will put my brilliantly smooth tongue to work and go home with the loot. Well, here is a signboard. This must be the place. First I will take this signboard down and put it in my pocket. Now I will announce myself. Hello in there. Is anybody home? 

RICH MAN  Well, someone is at the door. Who is it?

HUSBAND  I am one who has come concerning the signboard outside.

RICH MAN  I wrote on the signboard that I want a priest who is well versed in the ten virtues of linked verse. And are you such a one?

HUSBAND  I am likely the only priest in Japan who has received that teaching. 

RICH MAN  I am most pleased that you have come. First come all the way inside.

HUSBAND  With all my heart. 

      (The RICH MAN brings on a tray and puts it down in front of the HUSBAND.) 

HUSBAND  It appears that you intend to serve me tea as you have brought tangleweed as a confection. 

RICH MAN  Oh, no. It is not to serve as a confection; rather, this is the ten pieces (kan, a different character, but pronounced the same as the kan for pieces of gold seen earlier) of tangleweed that is mentioned on the signboard outside. Now please recite for me a portion of the ten virtues of linked verse. 

HUSBAND  Well, so you say that the ten pieces mentioned on the signboard is actually ten pieces of tangleweed?

RICH MAN  Most certainly. That is indeed the case.

HUSBAND  If you meant tangleweed, you should have written tangleweed. How can I exchange my precious teachings for no more than tangleweed? No! I will be on my  way. 

RICH MAN  Oh, please wait. Then did you think that it mean ten pieces of gold?

HUSBAND  Who would ever offer tangleweed as wages?

RICH MAN  Then I will give you gold instead.

HUSBAND  No, no. I do not like such slovenly dealings. In any case, I will be on my way.

RICH MAN  How unkind of you. Since you have gone to all the trouble of coming here, I will not allow you to leave until you have related the teachings to me. (He grabs a hold of the HUSBAND's vest.)

HUSBAND  Here, here. If you keep doing that, you will tear my precious linked verse vest (also pronounced jittoku and written with the same characters).

RICH MAN  What? You say this is the ten virtues (jittoku) of linked verse?

HUSBAND  It is the only linked-verse vest I have. So you must not tear it.

RICH MAN  Hey, you fake priest! 

HUSBAND  What do you mean by fake priest? 

RICH MAN  What I meant by the ten virtues (jittoku) of linked verse is that I wanted a priest who is capable of teaching the secret ten rules of the art of linked verse. How can you say that that old torn vest of yours is a linked-verse vest?

HUSBAND  So it is ten rules that you want?

RICH MAN  That goes without saying. 

HUSBAND  By the three treasures! What I thought was to be pieces of gold turned out to be pieces of tangleweed, so just like (gotoku, which can also mean five rules) a vest or just like a cloak, when you put two "just likes" together, if you think of it that way, you find that a linked-verse vest is your ten virtues. With such a difference between our two ways of thinking, who knows what bigger differences we may find between us?

RICH MAN  You fake priest, get out of here while the going is good. 

HUSBAND  I beg your pardon with all my foolish heart.

(Either this ending or a chase-off ending can be used.)

(Source: Kyogen Shusei, 512-514, Nogaku Shorin, Tokyo, 1974)




