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Climb Mount Fuji, Little Translator
David G. Lanoue (Professor Emeritus, English Department, Xavier University of Louisiana)

Since Issa is a world-renowned master of haiku, one might think that his best work has already
been gleaned from his poetic journals and published not only in Japanese but in English
collections. This is, unfortunately, not the case. In this talk, I share several recent discoveries
in Issa’s complete works (of over 20,000 haiku), all of which would be strong contenders for
a future authoritative anthology of the poet’s best work. I begin by telling the story of my
fascination with Issa, starting with my first encounter of this poem, 2>722%Y) % A % A%
w1l (“little snail/ inch by inch, climb/ Mount Fuji!”). I describe how I first visited Japan
in the 1980s with the express aim of capturing Issa’s colloquial style and deeper spiritual
meaning in English. I go on to describe some exciting new discoveries in Issa’s canon—never
before translated in English and, to my knowledge, absent from Japanese collections. For fun,
I compare my culturally grounded English versions of these one-breath poems with some
laughable “translations” done by Al. Other topics to be covered include the importance of

preserving (as much as possible) the sequence of images in a haiku translation, the underlying



significance of Issa’s self-depiction as a “Priest of Haikai Temple,” and how Issa’s poetry

connects organically to the haikai no renga tradition from which it grew.



