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Modern Play with the Classics: the World of Shimamoto Tazuko’ s Calligraphy

I take great delight in the calligraphy of Shimamoto Tazuko, and it is a dream to have it grace the
covers of the collected works of my father, Keiji Inaga, a scholar of Japanese literature.
Tazuko’ s calligraphy spans works from classical Chinese poems to Orikuchi Shinobu’ s Book of
the Dead and the modern waka poetry of Terayama Shiiji. And no less is the inspiration it draws
from Japanese classics since the time of Man’ yogana. I recall having viewed her standing
screen masterpiece with its startling new interpretation of the opening passage of Sei
Shonagon’ s Pillow Book. In spring, the dawn. Summer, the nights. Autumn, the evenings.
And winter early morning. For anyone educated in Japan, this passage, committed to memory
over a thousand years since it was written, dances gracefully along even today.

Let us take this as a set corresponding to the early Heian germination of narrative tales, followed
by their mature growth, harvest, and then sunlight in winter’ s early morn. Spring is a flow
emanating from the fountainhead of The Tale of Yamato, The Tale of Utsubo, and The Tale of
Sumiyoshi, and stretching to The Tale of Ochikubo. Needless to say summer would be the
chapters of The Tale of Genji, written by Sei Shonagon’ s rival Murasaki Shikibu. Autumn opens
to the varied works known as ‘Late Period Tales,” such as Nezame, Hamamatsu, and Tsutsumi
Chanagon. And in the winter morn we follow the trail of women poets of the court, Hon" in
Jiji, Sagami, Sud no Naishi, and Kamome. And next, as if embracing these, comes the black ink
of powerful strokes for the Kojiki from the dawn of ancient mythology, and covering the final
volume on diary literature are the scratchy strokes of a passage from The Tale of Torikaebaya.

The experience of editing a single author’ s six-volume collection based on such a concept will
unlikely be duplicated. Book designer Uzawa Yasuyuki has skillfully arranged the colors of the
covers’ wraps to correspond to the calligraphy and the seasons. Design of the book, typology of
the letters: the calligraphy that intervenes between their symphonic reverberations tempers the
two and provides amplification. Handwritten letters are imprints of creation, the process of
becoming patterns, ornamentation, signs. What at first glance appear to be indecipherable
shapes combine with memory and quietly begin to transmit voice.

Included also is a playful poem composed of the names of the main characters who appear in the
six-volume set. I surreptitiously aim for the chance to request a rendition of this in the hand of

Master Calligrapher Shimamoto Tazuko.

March 23, 2011

International Research Center for Japanese Studies

Professor Inaga Shigemi

(Translated by Thomas Rohlich)
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