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“It’s  no t that I’m weak, it’s  that the suffering weighs  do wn o n me to o  heavily.”

This  was  said, in 1938 , by a writer who se life and death are no ted with public attentio n every year in June.  The po pularity o f this
autho r has  no t waned in Japan.  Cro wds  gather o n June 19  aro und the co untry in rituals  o f celebratio n and mo urning.  Given the
perso nality o f this  man, it is  no t easy to  separate the two .

He is  Dazai Osamu, autho r o f such po s twar class ics  as  Ningen Shikkaku (“No  Lo nger Human”) and Shayō (“The Setting Sun”).  The
leading publishing ho use Shincho sha ranks  the fo rmer its  seco nd mo s t po pular no vel, while the latter is  its  tenth mo s t po pular.  In
fact, Dazai is  extens ively published by numero us  majo r publishers , including Chikuma, Kado kawa and Iwanami.  His  no vels  and
s to ries  are co ntinually being made into  feature films .

Yo ung peo ple to day are particularly drawn to  his  wo rks , and it is  easy to  see why.  Dazai is  the King o f Dys functio nality.  His  hero es
are—as  he fancied himself—deliberately behind the eight ball, having put themselves  there in a diff ident s tance, as  if waiting, with
perverse anticipatio n, to  be kno cked do wn a ho le and o ut o f the game.  

The themes  in his  no vels , sho rt s to ries  and essays  are tho se o f dejectio n, illicit lo ve, drug dependency and a mo ro se, aimless
alienatio n; his  metho d, co nfess io nal.  He puts  the reader in the co nfess io n bo x as  pries t, then, o n the o ther s ide o f the little
windo w, o pens  up his  heart—and his  veins .

There is  much in co mmo n here, in a mo re co ntempo rary co ntext, with the themes  and
characters  in the fictio n o f Murakami Haruki.  Peo ple are having relatio nships , but they
are like a bo x with two  s ides  o nly.  It is  o nly habit and the magnet o f so cial deco rum that
keeps  them parallel.

“I’m the jo ker in the family.  Let me put it this  way.  All I can do  is  put a jo lly face o n the
huge amo unt o f anxiety and mental anguish I feel.  And no , it’s  no t o nly at ho me that I do
this .  Whenever I co me into  co ntact with peo ple, no  matter ho w depressed I am, no
matter ho w much phys ical pain I am in, I do  my frantic bes t to  create a pleasant mo o d all
aro und.  Then, after parting, I reel with fatigue and think o nly o f mo ney, mo rality and
suicide.”

This  is  what Dazai wro te in what is  arguably his  mo s t pathetic lo o k into  his  o wn heart
and his  family, the sho rt s to ry titled Ō tō (“Cherries ”).  He po rtrays  himself in a ho peless
and self-piteo us  light.  It may be this  brutal ho nes ty, co upled with a kind o f self-centered
sadsack co yness , that appeals  to  yo ung peo ple, especially a generatio n o f yo ung peo ple
to day who  seek bo th to  lo se and identify themselves  in do ses  o f cyber-dis clo sure.

Dazai was  bo rn o n June 19 , 1909 , into  a very well-to -do  family in Ao mo ri Prefecture, at
the very to p o f Ho nshu.  By the time he was  a teenager he was  feeling intense guilt o ver
his  wealthy backgro und, while Japan was  experiencing the wo rs t effects  o f the wo rldwide
Depress io n.  A number o f suicide attempts  (there were three between 1930  and 1937)
fo llo wed, o ne in which a yo ung female co mpanio n died.

Left-leaning intellectuals  like Dazai were persecuted in the 1930s , as  fascism became
the no rm thro ugho ut Japanese so ciety.  Dazai recanted.  But was  it, to o , a po se, jus t like
his  self-s tyled Marxism?  His  charm, even to day, lies  in the fact that yo u canno t tell po se
fro m reality.  Was  his  ho nes ty merely a ruse to  engender sympathy in the reader?  It
do esn’t matter to  us  anymo re.  We are engaged by his  lo vable helplessness  and his

always-say-die decadence.

One o f his  mo s t enduring and attractive bo o ks  is  Otogizōshi, so o n to  be published by Kuro dahan Press  in a very fine trans latio n by
Ralph F. McCarthy under the title “Oto gizō shi:  The Fairy Tale Bo o k o f Dazai Osamu.”  This  bo o k co ns is ts  o f fo ur well-kno wn ancient
Japanese tales  reto ld by Dazai as  he awaited the end o f the war in 1945, spending so me time o n the run fro m the bo mbing and
o ther time in a dugo ut shelter with paper and pen in hand.

Ot o giz ō shi:  T he Fairy T ale Bo o k o f  Daz ai Osamu

The retelling o f ancient tales  has  been a co mmo n genre o f Japanese literature fo r centuries .  The mo s t famo us  s to ry retelling o f the
mo dern perio d is  that o f Akutagawa Ryūno suke (1892-1927), an autho r who  Dazai wo rshipped and, to  a certain extent, fashio ned
himself after.  Even mo re so  than Akutagawa, Dazai spins  the o ld s to ries  aro und his  ego .

In the firs t s to ry o f the upco ming co llectio n, “The Sto len Wen,” Dazai writes  o f the hero  who  is  ino rdinately fo nd o f drink…

“Drinkers  tend to  say inane and o bno xio us  things  when they’re drunk, but mo s t o f them are in fact harmless , inno cent so uls .”

This  is  no  do ubt ho w Dazai wished to  view himself, “harmless  and inno cent”; altho ugh, fro m the po int o f view o f the ladies  who
acco mpanied him o n his  suicide miss io ns , this  inno cence might well seem dis ingenuo us .  Perhaps  the o ld adage hige mo jiman no
uchi (to o  much self-deprecatio n is  a kind o f bo as ting) applies  to  the characters  in Dazai’s  wo rks  who  are fun-ho use mirro r images
o f himself.  No  o ne relished perso nal ins ipidity—and relished apo lo giz ing fo r it—like Dazai.
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He cruised fro m o ne perso nal cris is  to  ano ther, frequently being bailed o ut, financially and mo rally, by a member o f his  family.  He

suffered depress io n and despaired o f living, tro ubled by tho ughts  o f
death his  entire life, virtually everything else—lo ve, family, literature—an
excuse to  hurry it alo ng.

“It’s  a hell o f a thing to  s tay alive in this  wo rld,” he wro te in the no t-very-
veiled auto bio graphical s to ry, “Cherries .”  “Wherever yo u go  yo u get
tangled up in chains ; and if yo u so  much as  budge, blo o d spurts  o ut.”

Dazai may very well have suffered fro m o ne o r ano ther fo rm o f clinical
depress io n.  Co mbined with this  is  his  seeming lack o f ability to  co mmit
to  anything, be it a cause o r a wo man.  He flirted with bo th, vacillating,
plunging into  o ne after ano ther, then s lithering away, leaving his  fo rmer
skin behind.  I am in no  way pass ing mo ral judgment o n him fo r this ,
tho ugh I risk so unding so .  It is  this  very anguished flight ins tinct in him
that links  him to  a certain s train o f behavio r to day … and by no  means
o nly in Japan. 

He always  seems  to  be in need o f guidance and help.  I am no t being
facetio us  when I say that this  is  o ne thing that engenders  in female readers  the ins tinct to  mo ther him back to  no rmality o r in male
readers  the itch to  identify with his  brazen independence and co uldn’t-care-less  ego ism.  But, po o r little rich bo y, all the wo rld was
definitely not o kay with him.

Even his  mo s t precio us  perso nal relatio nship o uts ide family, that with the autho r Ibuse Masuji (1898-1993), co uld no t be sus tained
fo r his  inability to  extricate himself fro m his  self-o bsess iveness .  Ibuse was  like a father to  him, and wro te abo ut the relatio nship
himself in any number o f wo rks .  Ibuse was  his  life suppo rt.  He was  there fo r many serio us  breakdo wns . 

But in his  suicide no te, Dazai called Ibuse akunin (a wicked, evil man).  It was  so  sho cking to  Ibuse and to  the public that even to day
many peo ple think the no te was  written by the wo man who  died with Dazai.  There is  no  do ubt in my mind, ho wever, that Dazai
himself wro te this  no te.  Perhaps  he resented Ibuse fo r being such a kind mento r and, as  such, keeping him alive as  lo ng as  he did.

Dazai jumped into  the waters  o f the Tamagawa Canal in To kyo  o n June 13, 1948 , to gether with Yamazaki To mie, a wo man fo r who m
he abando ned his  wife and children.  Their bo dies  were reco vered s ix days  later.

T he Bo dies Disco vered

The fact that the dis co very o f Dazai’s  bo dy co incided with his  birthday
was  no t lo s t o n the public o f the time.  That birth and the
ackno wledgement o f death o ccur o n the same day is  an immaculate
iro ny, co ns idering the wo rld that Dazai created.  This  is  why the
celebratio n and the mo urning that take place every year o n June 19  are
displays  o f perfectly matched sentiments .

Fo r Dazai himself, wallo wing in self-pity was  a way o f life; fo r yo ung
peo ple to day, a luxury that, unwittingly fo r so me, has  turned into  a way
o f life. 

To  the extent that Japanese family life in o ur day is  pitifully
dys functio nal, this  luxury has  beco me a part o f his  legacy.

Cherries

I lift up mine eyes  to  the hills .

Parents , I wo uld like to  think, are mo re precio us  than children.  Yo u may sanctimo nio us ly believe, as  did the mo ralizers  o f o ld, that
yo u live fo r the children, but let me tell yo u, children are much s tro nger than their parents .  At leas t that’s  true fo r my family.  Do n’t
get me wro ng.  I’m certainly no t harbo uring any secret and shameless  des ire to  have my children lo o k after me when I’m o ld.  Yet, yo u
wo uldn’t kno w it, because the parents  in this  ho useho ld are at the co ns tant beck and call o f their children.

No w, my children are far fro m gro wn up.  The elder daughter’s  seven; o ur so n is  fo ur; and the yo unger daughter’s  jus t o ne.  Even so ,
each in their o wn way has  go t it all o ver their parents , who  have every appearance o f being their hand servants .

We cram o urselves  into  a three-mat ro o m in the summer fo r o ur rauco us , chao tic dinners , as  daddy … that’s  me … wipes  the sweat
s treaming do wn his  face and gro uches  under his  breath, ‘There’s  an o ld ditty abo ut ho w gro ss  it is  to  sweat yo ur way thro ugh a meal,
but what can a father who ’s  so  refined do  but drip with sweat when his  kids  are such pains  in the bum’.

Their mo ther, who ’s  running abo ut like a madwo man with the o ne-year-o ld o n her breas t, waiting o n them hand and fo o t, picking up
after them, blo wing no ses , and wiping them and picking up the spilled fo o d, says , ‘Father’s  the o ne with the wettes t no sey … he
spends  all his  time wiping his  no sey’.

Father fo rces  a smile.

‘So  where are yo u all wet?  Between yo ur legs? ’

‘Oh, such an elegant father’.

‘Huh?  No thing o f the so rt, my dear.  Jus t medical talk.  No thing to  do  with elegance at all’.

At that, mo ther turns  all serio us .

‘ My … my breas ts .  This  place between them … is  the vale o f tears….’

The vale o f tears .



That o ne shut me up, so  I jus t went o n eating.

I’m the jo ker in the family.  Let me put it this  way.  All I can do  is  put a jo lly face o n the huge amo unt o f anxiety and mental anguish I
feel.  And no , it’s  no t o nly at ho me that I do  this .  Whenever I co me into  co ntact with peo ple, no  matter ho w depressed I am, no
matter ho w much phys ical pain I am in, I do  my frantic bes t to  create a pleasant mo o d all aro und.  Then, after parting, I reel with
fatigue and think o nly o f mo ney, mo rality and suicide.  And no , it’s  no t o nly when I have met with peo ple.  This  happens  when I write
as  well.  It’s  when I’m sad that I s trive to  create s to ries  with a light, jo lly air.  I mean, here I am trying to  give peo ple exactly what they
want, and they jus t do n’t see it, co ming o ut with co ntemptuo us  things  like, ‘Dazai’s  lo s t his  edge … he’s  lightened up to o  much … he’s
trying to  attract readers  with facile humo ur’.

Is  it a bad thing fo r o ne human to  give peo ple what they want?  Is  it a go o d thing to  be a po mpo us  so urpuss?

The fact is , I jus t can’t s tand it when so meo ne’s  a killjo y, when peo ple get all humo urless  and o ut o f so rts .  So , at ho me I keep
co ming o ut with o ne jo key co mment after ano ther, so me o f the jo kes  treading o n pretty thin ice.  I might be betraying o ne po rtio n
o f my readers  o r critics  by do ing this , but let me assure yo u that the mats  o n the flo o r o f my ro o m are new, my desk is  neat and
tidy, my wife and I treat each o ther with co ns ideratio n and respect, and furthermo re, it go es  witho ut saying that I have never s truck
her, no r have we ever had vio lent quarrels  where o ne o r the o ther o f us  s creams  ‘Get o ut o f this  ho use!’ and o ne o r the o ther o f us
leaves , because this  daddy and mummy ado re their children to  pieces  and the children, fo r their part, are attached to  their parents  in
a mo s t cheery fashio n.

But, it’s  no t that way o n the ins ide.  Mummy bares  her breas ts  and we get the vale o f tears  … and as  fo r daddy, he sweats  like a s tuck
pig at night.  They are well aware o f the o ther’s  anguish, but they bo th take pains  no t to  aggravate it, with daddy telling his  jo kes  and
mummy laughing at them.

And yet, when mummy came o ut with her vale o f tears  this  time, it shut daddy right up, and, with the bes t will in the wo rld, he co uldn’t
think o f a s ingle clever thing to  say.  Daddy’s  clamming up jus t sent things  fro m bad to  wo rse, and, tho ugh unaccus to med as  a ‘man
abo ut to wn’ to  get all heavy, he muttered, with his  heart in his  mo uth, ‘Get so me help in.  What’s  s to pping yo u? ’   He was  do ing his
damnedes t no t to  hurt her feelings .

As  I said, three children.  When it co mes  to  ho usewo rk, daddy is  a write-o ff.  He can’t even lift a futo n into  the clo set.  He makes  do
with his  s tupid jo kes .  He do esn’t kno w the firs t thing abo ut ratio ning, regis tering and s tuff like that.  It’s  almo s t as  if he’s  living in
an inn o r so mething.  When a gues t co mes , he treats  him like a king.  And there are times  when he leaves  the ho use with a packed
lunch to  go  to  wo rk at his  private little o ffice and do esn’t co me back fo r a week.  He calls  it ‘wo rk’, but if he manages  two  o r three
pages  a day it’s  a lo t.  The res t o f the time, he drinks .  When he drinks  to o  much, he lo o ks  like death warmed o ver and jus t tries  to
s leep it o ff.  Bes ide that, it appears  as  if he’s  go t yo ung ‘lady friends ’ s cattered abo ut. 

No w, the kids .  The seven-year-o ld and the little o ne bo rn this  spring are a trif le pro ne to  co lds , but, well, they’re no  wo rse than
anybo dy else’s  kids .  But the fo ur-year-o ld bo y is  as  skinny as  a s carecro w, and he can’t even s tand up yet.  He’s  unable to  speak.  All
he do es  is  make a funny no ise o r two .  He do esn’t unders tand what peo ple say to  him.  He jus t crawls  abo ut the place and wo n’t be
to ilet trained.  Even so , he eats  like a ho rse.  And yet, he do esn’t put o n weight, is  really small, has  thin hair and refuses  to  gro w.

Mummy and daddy avo id getting into  deep dis cuss io ns  abo ut their so n.  The reaso n is  that it’s  all to o  dis tress ing to  admit to  each
o ther that they’ve given birth, in a wo rd, to  a bo y who ’s  severely handicapped.  So metimes  mummy grabs  him and ho lds  him tight. 
And daddy o ften thinks  o f getting ho ld o f him and, in a fit, jumping into  the river with him and ending it all.

‘Man Murders Mute Son.  In the afternoon of such-and-such a day, Mr. So-and-so, age 53, dealer in x at number y, z street, split open the skull
of his 18-year-old son with an axe, then shoved scissors into his own throat but was transported to a nearby hospital where he is in critical
condition, and recently his 22-year-old daughter was married to a live-in husband, and his motive was to get rid of the son, who was not only
unable to speak or hear but was also not very clever, out of love for the daughter’.

It’s  newspaper articles  like this  that plunge me in a drunken s tupo r.

Oh, if o nly it were a s imple case o f retarded develo pment!  If o nly the bo y wo uld suddenly sho o t up and resentfully ridicule his
mummy and daddy fo r all their needless  wo rry!  We’ve hidden everything fro m relatives  and friends , ho ping in secret that this  will
co me abo ut, teas ing o ur so n playfully and putting a go o d face o n it.

Mummy tries  her bes t to  keep her head abo ve water, and daddy’s  no  different.  It wasn’t as  if he was  the mo s t pro lif ic no velis t in the
wo rld fro m the o utset.  He’s  a timid little co ward to  the co re o f his  being, and his  wo rds  s tutter o nto  the page, making this  as  plain
as  day to  the public.  It pains  him so  much to  write things  do wn that the o nly thing that saves  him is  dro wning his  so rro ws  in drink. 
When yo u dro wn yo ur so rro ws  in drink, yo u can’t remember what it is  yo u were trying to  say.  Yo u drink because things  are tedio us
and anno ying.  The peo ple who  are always  able to  express  clearly what’s  o n their mind never get dead drunk like that.  (This  explains
why wo men do n’t drink much.)      

I’ve never kno wn an ins tance when I’ve wo n an argument.  I’m always  the lo ser.  I’m o verpo wered by the s trength o f my o ppo nents ’
co nvictio n, by the scale o f their self-assurance.  I jus t clam up.  It do es  dawn o n me o n reflectio n that my o ppo nents  might be
arguing to tally o ut o f selfishness  and that I may no t always  be the o ne in the wro ng, but the tho ught o f ins is ting o n a reo pening o f
the verbal ho s tilities  o nce I’ve given in is  pretty dismal, and, bes ides , these arguments  leave a grudge as  ho rrible as  a fis t f ight, so  I
jus t laugh it o ff even tho ugh I’m shaking with rage, shut my mo uth and, with my head full o f all so rts  o f things , dro wn myself in drink.

Let me put it s traight.  I co uld beat aro und the bush like this  till the co ws  co me ho me, but the fact is  that this  s to ry is  abo ut an
argument between a married co uple.

'The vale o f tears ’.

That’s  what lit the fuse.  This  married co uple, as  I have already no ted, are an exceedingly civilized pair o f peo ple who  do  no t indulge
in vio lence o r swearing at each o ther.  And yet, this  very thing is  what co urts  danger and leads  to  an explo s ive s ituatio n, the danger
when neither says  a wo rd because they are bo th gathering evidence o f the o ther’s  faults , the danger that each is  playing their cards
clo se to  their ches t, s tealing a lo o k at o ne card then ano ther, preparing to  get the jump o n the o ther and to  lay all their cards
triumphantly o n the table.  That’s  what’s  behind the co y reserve with which they treat each o ther, if yo u mus t kno w.  I’m no t sure
abo ut the wife, but I do  kno w that this  husband is  so  full o f bulldus t that yo u co uldn’t beat it all o ut o f him even if yo u wanted to .

‘The vale o f tears ’.

The husband takes  a very jaundiced view o f that.  But, he do esn’t want to  s tart an argument either.  So  he shuts  his  mo uth.



‘Yo u’re saying that to  spite me, aren’t yo u, eh?  But, yo u’re no t the o nly o ne crying, yo u kno w.  I’m jus t as  fo cused o n the kids  as  yo u
are.  I care a lo t abo ut my family.  When the kids  so  much as  co ugh o nce in the middle o f the night, I wake up and I can’t s tand it.  I
want no thing mo re than to  mo ve to  a nicer place so  that I can make yo u and the kids  happy, but I’m up to  my neck and I jus t can’t
manage it.  I’m do ing all I can to  keep my head abo ve water.  I’m no t so me mad devil, yo u kno w.  I do n’t have what passes  fo r “nerve”
to  s it back and watch my wife and children wither away befo re my eyes .  It’s  no t that I’m o blivio us  to  things  like ratio ning and
regis tering.  It’s  jus t that I do n’t have the time to  learn abo ut them’.

That’s  what daddy muttered ins ide to  himself, no t having the self-co nfidence to  say it o ut lo ud.  He realized, to o , that if he had said
it, mummy wo uld have co me back with so mething that threw him fo r a lo o p and he’d be left to tally speechless  again, so  he jus t
mumbled, barely able to  o ffer an o pinio n, ‘Get so me help in.’

Mummy do esn’t say much either, but when she do es , she do es  it with a co ld co nfidence.  (This  trait is  by no  means  limited to  this
mo ther.  All wo men generally display it.)

‘But, it’s  no t so  easy to  get so meo ne who ’ll take the jo b’.

‘Yo u’ll f ind so meo ne if yo u lo o k.  It’s  no t so  hard to  get so meo ne to  co me.  What’s  hard is  to  get so meo ne who ’ll s tay’.

‘Are yo u inferring that I do n’t kno w ho w to  handle peo ple? ’

‘Why wo uld I…?’

Daddy clammed up again.  Actually, I did think that.  But I wasn’t abo ut to  spell it o ut.

Oh, if o nly she’d hire so meo ne to  help us  o ut!  Daddy has  to  lo o k after the two  eldes t when mummy puts  the baby o n her back and
go es  o ut to  run her errands .  And I’ve go t abo ut ten gues ts  co ming to  see me every s ingle day to  bo o t.

‘I’d like to  go  to  my o ffice’.

‘No w?’

‘Yes .  I’ve go t so mething I have to  get written do wn befo re to mo rro w, co me hell o r high water’.

That wasn’t a lie.  But the main reaso n was  that I had to  escape the glo o m o f the ho use.

‘I was  planning o n vis iting my s is ter to night’.

I knew that.  Her s is ter was  serio us ly ill.  But if she went, then I’d be left with the children.

‘That’s  why I’m tellin’ yo u to  hire so meo ne…’ is  what I s tarted to  say, but I s to pped myself.  If I even bro ached the subject o f a
member o f her family, the mo o d between the two  o f us  wo uld go  so ur.

It’s  a hell o f a thing to  s tay alive in this  wo rld.  Wherever yo u go  yo u get tangled up in chains ; and if yo u so  much as  budge, blo o d
spurts  o ut.

I s to o d up witho ut saying ano ther wo rd, to o k the envelo pe with my manuscript fee fro m the desk drawer in the s ix-mat ro o m and
s lipped it into  the s leeve o f my kimo no .  Then I wrapped so me blank paper and a dictio nary in a big black clo th and blew o ut o f the
ho use like a gus t o f wind.

Writing was  the farthes t thing fro m my mind.  What I wanted to  do  was  kill myself.  I made a beeline fo r a bar.

‘Oh, Mr. Dazai!’

‘I wanna drink.  Ah, yo u’ve go t o n that s triped kimo no  I like so  much….’

‘Suits  me, do esn’t it.  I put it o n to  please yo u….’

‘Had it o ut with the missus  again to day.  I’ve go t so  much pent-up emo tio n in me I can’t take it any lo nger.  Get me so mething to
drink.  I’m s tayin’ the night here.  Yep, no thin’s  go nna s to p me fro m s tayin’ right here’.

Parents , I wo uld like to  think, are mo re precio us  than children.  Children are much s tro nger than their parents .

Cherries  have appeared befo re me.

The children in my ho me are no t given the luxury o f eating such things .  My kids  have pro bably never seen a cherry.  They’d be thrilled
to  eat o ne, tho ugh.  They’d be o verjo yed if I bro ught ho me so me cherries  fo r them.  If yo u s trung them to gether with thread and put
them aro und yo ur neck, it’d lo o k like yo u had a co ral necklace o n. 

But daddy gets  thro ugh a who le plate o f them, eating them as  if they tas ted awful, spitting o ut the pits , eating and spitting o ut,
eating and spitting o ut … all the while muttering to  himself, putting up a bo ld fro nt, ‘Parents  are mo re precio us  than children’.

 

The translator would like to thank Kyoko Selden for invaluable suggestions for this translation.
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International Film Festival for “Ashita e no Yuigon.” He is the translator of Kenji Miyazawa, Strong in the Rain: Selected Poems. The Dream of
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Recommended Citation: Roger Pulvers, Cherries, The Asia-Pacific Journal, Volume 9, Issue 25, No. 2, June 20, 2011.

http://www.amazon.com/dp/1852247819/?tag=theasipacjo0b-20
http://www.amazon.com/dp/4902075415/?tag=theasipacjo0b-20


Created by Datamomentum

http://datamomentum.com

	Cherries

