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yamaai no uta

Previously, I had wondered about the meaning of the name
“Yamaguchi”, so one day I decided to do some research on it. It is
commonly known that the name takes its roots from the surge of
mountain trail entrances across the country, as well as the widespread
use of the surname “Yamaguchi” of Ushiku-shi’s daimyo and led many
people to adopt the name especially in the vicinity of Iruma-shi,
Tokyo, and so forth. It was nothing out of my imagination, and

thinking of how dull my name is, decided to end the research there.

In the past few years, I have had an increasing opportunity to spend
time with Japanese waka poems through my work, and I began to do
extensive research on the origins of hiragana which is used on the
poems. As I did my research, I came across a dictionary written by
Shirakawa Shizuka, which led me to a profound realization to the
origins of many kanjis that appear all around us in our daily lives. That
was when I decided once more to do more thorough investigation on
the meaning of the name “Yamaguchi”. On this dictionary, it was not
described as a surname, but was pronounced as Sankou and it had a
definition of the word. However as it was written in a small font size
that unaware of my own mistake, I had read the text from a different
row, the one next to it, and from there on had remembered the
definition of the word Sankou as “a lake on a mountain”. I was pleased
with the definition as I thought that a lake does indeed look like a
gaping mouth on a mountain. Thinking about it made for a
picturesque scenery in my head, as well as a renewed excitement from
a surprising change of outlook to “Yamaguchi” which I had always
thought to be a disappointingly mundane name, although in actuality,
it was the wrong definition. However, just last year, as I was preparing
for the title of my upcoming exhibition, I had decided once more to
look up the word on the dictionary. It was at this point that I had
finally uncovered my own doing and found that the definition which I
had believed for the past several years to be the meaning of Sankou
(Yamaguchi) was actually a definition for the word next to it, Sanko.
And just like that, the lake in my head had burst and had run dry. And
most importantly, the correct definition for the word Sankou is
described as “Amongst the mountains (Yama-ai)”. When I searched
for the definition of the word Yama and Kuchi (Guchi) separately, I
found that Yama refers to a place where there are no human
inhabitants, in other words, a place where gods live and believed to be
the root of life, therefore these sacred places have been a central hub
for religion on nature since the ancient times. The word for Kuchi
refers to a bowl called Sai used to contain words addressed to a god.
When combing these two words together, I could almost fool myself

into convincing that the definition for “Yamaguchi” means a lake, but

ai yamaguchi

when seeing the actual definition of Sankou, I could not shake off the
feeling that the meaning of the individual kanji seem irrelevant to the
definition, which I felt cheated. However, as much as I was discontent,
the fact of the matter is that the definition has been revised. Therefore,

I decided to really think about the meaning of Yama-ai.

On the dictionary, the word Yama-ai is defined exclusively as
“in-between two mountains” or “in-between the right and left ears of a
horse”, which I found too obvious, and to share the meaning with
something as insignificant in scale as a place right between the ears of a
horse to be so shallow. But after thinking about the word for a while, I
began to envision all of the livelihood activities in the mountains and
the richness brought by the flowing rivers from the mountains, and
even imagining the space between the two ears of not just horses but of
all animals, is endearing and relatable especially to those who have
pets. Anyways, I began to think of the definition of Yama-ai as being

something very lyrical.

Yama-ai (1111#]) is also written in Japanese as (%), and it uses the kanji
stroke ( [3), the shape of a sacred ladder, and is said to hold a meaning
of sanctums located on steep ground where it is difficult for people to
come and go. It is also described that the space between the mountains
is narrow and echoes. Echoing relates to singing, and according to the
dictionary, the word “Song (¥k)” originally meant something that was
strongly expressed towards the outside, or something that was related
to curse words. When doing further examination, it is written that the
kanji stroke (7]) used in the kanji “Song” means to chant ritual prayers
contained in a bowl Sai (I1) with wave of a stick while being in

trance-like state to address the god’s prayer with a song.

As I thought deeply into the meaning, everything began to connect and
even the water in the lake which had been on my mind for some time

seemed to flow down and replenish the mountains.

The world today is in a struggle with many dire issues, as if confined
and closed-in all sides by mountains. I am amongst those people in
struggle but despite the hardship, thankfully I am still able to create
artwork every day. I feel that many people today are worried about
how to live in this world where their dreams and hopes could be cut off
at any moment from the many issues we face, and because of the
physical isolation, our fervent beliefs are intensified, and I feel we are
crying out for help in the very place we are isolated in. In other words,
if we are all confined to live among the mountains, it is my hope to

bring the echoes of the song of Yama-ai to as many people as I can.
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