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If left in the hands of Euro-American scholars, where “male scholars in charge” was the norm for some
decades, Otomae would be dead to history. In fact, eminent academic presses such as those of
Cambridge University and Columbia University, where the “usual hands” are called the “safe hands,”
have just in the past decade managed to publish about the Ryojin Hisho while erasing Otomae’s name
entirely. Waka poetry specialists, even now ignoring recent highly detailed Japanese studies of imay9,
continue to replicate outdated commentaries and to propagate the view that song lyrics are a
somewhat inferior or at least idiosyncratic category of poetry.

Arthur Waley was delighted by imayo songs and tried his hand at translating 14 songs in 1921.
Bownas and Thwaite did eight in 1964. Donald Keene simply reprinted six of Waley’s in 1969. The
most extensive was by Hiroaki Sato, the poet/scholar, and Burton Watson in 1981 in a volume where
Watson translated kanshi, and Sat6 did the imayo.

But Yung-Hee Kim, first under Karen Brazell at Cornell and then at Ohio State, published partial
analyses in the 1980s and then completed one of the most original and important scholarly works in
her 1994 book Songs to Make the Dust Dance. And it was Kim’s pioneering work that inspired Gladys
E. Nakahara to pick up the challenge, and translate the entire 566 lyrics contained in the Ryojin Hisho.

This should have opened up whole new fields abroad. For eminent Japanese linguists, the lyrics are
known to be one of the only singable and treasured accesses to vernacular 12th-century Japanese
language. For musicologists the challenge of syllable beat opens the door to restoration of lost musical
rhythms where “melody” is lost. But instead of the field of women singers blooming, so far in the west
they have been plowed under.
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