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Remembering Ishimure Michiko
Bruce Allen (BRZFKAZF)
& .

With sadness, we realize that Ishimure Michiko
passed away in February, after a long life filled with
tremendous generosity, imagination, and inspiration.
Her work and imagination have been deeply
entwined with that of many of us in ASLE-Japan.
Here I would like to offer a brief remembrance of
her life and writing, and their interconnections with
so many of us.

My first encounter with Ishimure-san came when
I heard her speak at the ASLE Symposium on
Japanese and American Environmental Literature
held in Hawaii in 1996; an event co-hosted by the
ASLE organizations of Japan and the US. This
symposium took place at an important time when
the concept of environmental literature was still
in its birthing stages. The event, and especially
Ishimure-san’ s talk, I believe, helped to shape the
spiritual and artistic identity of ASLE-Japan.

I vividly remember Ishimure-san’s talk—its
beautiful sounds and sweeping narrative—as she
verbally danced from story to story drawn from her
vast life experience, and then how she brought all
the diverse strands together with a message of hope.
“Aura” is a word I normally hesitate to use, and yet I,
and many other ASLE members, felt a sense of aura
as she spoke about various themes ranging from the
sad events of Minamata, to the joys of her childhood
memories of animals, places, and people, to her
passionate descriptions of the beauties of the natural
world.

That meeting with Ishimure-san in Hawail in
1996 helped us in ASLE-Japan to present the face of
“contemporary Japanese environmental literature”
to the world outside Japan. At the same time, it

also sparked the beginnings of my own vocation as

EECAFLETR. 2007FER)

a literary translator. At the close of the meeting, we
in ASLE-] agreed that there was a need to translate
a representative work of Japanese environmental
literature into English, in order to make her writing
available to an international readership. The work
we chose was Lake of Heaven |, [Ki#]] ; Ishimure s
recent novel from which she had read selections at
the symposium. I was encouraged to take a role as
a translator—despite my feelings of being woefully
unqualified for the task. From that starting point
I have gone on to collaborate with many others in
ASLE-] in translating and interpreting Ishimure’ s
writing, and in trying to support her vision of hope.
For this I am deeply grateful to both Ishimure-san
and to ASLE-].

Ishimure Michiko’s writing and imagination
encompass such a wide scope that it is impossible to
adequately summarize them in this short space, but
let me mention just a few words and ideas that
come to mind when I think of her life and writing:
S, kehai—the signs of nature that are always all
around us, but which we so often overlook; &35 ,

kotodama—the life-sustaining spirit of the words in
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which we live; %, yume—the world of dreams—not
only the dreams we see alone at night but the
“waking dreams” we share with others in our
community; Fl# , wakai—reconciliation—the going
beyond antagonistic relations between victims and
oppressors to the building of mutually supportive
relations; $83l , chinkon—requiem—our responsibility
to remember and respect the souls of those who
have passed on before us, often in suffering. There
are many words I could mention, but let me end this
short list with “fE&H 220 ,”

the beautiful metaphor Ishimure has used to express

hana akari—flower lights—

her vision of a light and energy that might lead us
to create a new vision of society and nature as we

pass through difficult times of darkness and

destruction.

Ishimure Michiko often described herself as “just
a housewife.” When I once asked her about her
thoughts regarding the power of her literature, or
any literature, to change the world she replied, “X %%
DT ETHEHZ Z & T9 ; “The power of literature
is very small.” And yet, she suggested, when we truly
see these countless flowers and share their light, it
can spark a realistic hope and a power to change the
world.

It is my hope that we in ASLE-] may continue to
see and to share the energy from these tiny lights—
the fEH MV, hana akari—that Ishimure Michiko has
shown us, and that this, in turn, may help us to

change the world for the better.
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