Introduction to Thara Saikaku # JR 75 8% (1642-1693).

Saikaku was an early Edo writer of haikai comic verse and ukiyozéshi light fiction.
He was raised in an Osaka merchant family and his writings often focus on merchant life.
He began as a haikai poet, and his writings show hakai s influence, especially in his use
of kakekotoba pivots and in a certain detached sense of irony. He was famous for his
spectacular feats of solo haikai composition: in 1666 he composed 1000 stanzas in one
sitting; then 1600 in 1667; 10,000 in 1673 and finally 16,000 in one day and one night
(1677). In the last composing frenzy, a group of exhausted scribes were barely able to
copy down the stanzas as he dictated them. Not surprisingly, given his success as a writer
of fiction, his haikai style is said to have a monogatari (narrative) element, in that the
stanzas tend to be linked both forward and backward.

His first novel, Koshoku Ichidai Otoko 1+ —1% 5 (A Man Who Devoted His
Life to Love, 1682) was very successful. It deals in two long parts (each divided into
shorter episodes) with the amatory experiences of the character Yoronosuke and has a
relatively happy ending (the hero sails off to an [sland of Women with a few cronies and
a stock of provisions including aphrodisiacs and such). His later writings tend to have
less happy endings. This is particularly true of the story collection from which we're
reading an excerpt, Kdshoku Gonin Onna §F 2 —1{%4c (Five Women Who Devoted Their
Lives to Love, 1686), in which only the last story has something approaching a happy
ending. In each of the five stories the passion of young lovers intersects with issues of
money, and most often the lovers are doomed, not because of anything they actually did,
but because of some kind of stupid misunderstanding that should have easily been cleared

up.

The main characters in this story are Seijiro and Onatsu. In the opening chapter,
Seijuro, the handsome son of a wealthy sake brewer, is disowned by his father for being a
spendthrift playboy in the pleasure quarters. He ends up in Himeji, where he becomes a
clerk in the Tajima-ya (Tajima Family) shop. He does very well for himself until he falls
in love with Onatsu, the younger sister of Kuemon, the owner of the shop. The fifteen-
year-old Onatsu is described as being extremely beautiful and passionate; at the start of
this chapter she and Seijiro are wasting away in longing for each other, but have not yet
found a way to meet in secret. They are thwarted because each night Onatsu’s sister-in-
law carefully secures a partition separating the main house, where Onatsu sleeps, from
the shop, where Seijiro is sleeping: **As the lovers heard the sliding door clang shut, it
echoed in their ears more fearful than the roar of thunder.”
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