INTRODUCTION

“Purity” is not a quality much prized these days, east or west. The old Japanese sense of purity, connected to archaic folk Shinto practices and deep cultural likes and dislikes, manifested itself – in life and art – and only occasionally – in a stunning cool lucidity – fleeting, unspotted, empty of self, poignant in its impermanence. Ms. Danno is a completely modern, urban Japanese person. Her circle of friends is artistic and academic, and includes many foreigners. Her husband is a physicist. But her sensibilities, and her research, have taken her on a journey that is personally inward, and culturally back to the mythological roots of Japan. So these poems speak out of an archetypal Japan and they hint at an essential enactment of the life of a maiden, mother, and poet.


The other side of purity is pollution. This book moves from the mind of a young woman in a chaste landscape through the fertility dances “heavy with lust” to the sweep of fundamental chemistries and energies that made the world, and some that put it all at risk. She leaves her old certainties, explores the margins, and heads out (or in) for a Further Center.


Yoko has chosen to write poetry in English rather than Japanese. She has been doing this for over 20 years. It is not that she has lived a long time out of Japan. Although she herself might not say so, I think that her choice of English is part of a strategy toward the solution of contemporary dichotomies and the unearthing of the deepest roots. If she wrote these poems in Japanese she would run the risk sounding precious or archaic. The bluntness of English is an excellent foil for her subtleties.


She got her start in a small English-language circle of American and Japanese writers which included the writer David Kidd and Hisao Kanaseki, and the remarkable American poet Lindley Williams Hubbell. The group had an extremely well-informed interest in Japanese and trans-Pacific cultural life. Mr. Hubbell had published an expert and totally contemporary book of poems, Atlantic Triptych, in the forties. In the early fifties he moved to Japan and later became a Japanese citizen. Mr. Hubbell has been forgotten in American literary circles, but he has continued to write and teach, to considerable avail, in Japan. He is, at this writing, 92.


These poems have craft and force. Ms. Danno has won the right to her own territory of English. They explore a range of moves, such as the linking from poem to poem that runs through the “Dusty Mirror” series, or the expansive presentation of primordial male energy in a re-telling from the Kojiki (the Japanese creation myth), in the “Yamato Takeru” play. Ms. Danno’s examination of folklore, mythologies, and the language and metaphors of cosmology, geology and biology puts her on the fine edge of poetry and science.


Dualisms of ancient and modern, east and west, male and female, purity and pollution are not exactly resolved here, but each pair is illuminated in its own condition. What fine play of mind-and-language, and what an invitation to all of us to share our deepest worlds – even as we mingle cultures.




                 Gary Snyder
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