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I have been reading Margaaret 
Chula’s poetry with great pleasure 
for many years, but her most recent 

book, Firef ly Lanterns, is new and 
special for me.  It is a haibun journal of 
her residence in Kyoto  from 1979-1992.  

For Margaret Kyoto means many 
things—especially the seasons and 
nature.  She was also connected to and 
wrote about all sorts of Kyoto people, 
from Buddhist monks and nuns, to a 
beloved teacher of flower arranging, 
to the college students in her English 
classes.

Both the prose and the verse in 
this journal are full of insight, humor, 
and self-reflection. The progression 
of topics she addresses seems entirely 
random, so the reader’s journey is full 
of unexpected twists and turns, even 
surprises. 

I love Margaret’s ironic haiku.  
Having traveled all the way to Toshogu 
Shrine in far off Nikko…

Koha the sacred horse—
in his royal stall
only the smell

In haibun poems are enriched by 
the preceding prose, which provides 
essential context.

Kyoto Haibun

walking away with 
her empty shopping bag
“Kanebo for beautiful life”

Until a few minutes before this moment 
the lady’s shopping bag was full of dolls 
that she had treasured for years. They 
were keepsakes of her daughter who 
died when still a child.  Years later the 
mother has taken the dolls to a festival 
with a ritual fire, where she added hers 
to the pyre.  The dolls were consumed 
in flames as a requiem for their souls.  
 In Kyoto, one has no choice but to 
live with insects of every sort, every 
waking (and sleeping) hour of the day.

they have discovered 
my flowered kimono 
those restless ants

sawing afternoon 
into evening 
cicadas

I remember this raucous “sawing” 
waking me up at 5 AM my first morning 
in Kyoto—the whole city sounded like a 
construction zone!

The title of the book, Firef ly 
Lanterns, introduces a flower that is 
new to me—white bellflowers (hotaru 
bukuro).  Can there be a more ethereal 
beauty than a dark room full of flower 
lanterns, each delicately imprisoning a 
flickering firefly? And then Margaret 
and her friends set them free…

lying on tatami 
in a room full of fireflies 
the evening cool

What a contrast to the daily grind 
of teaching English conversation to 
students at a Women’s College.  But 
the reality of being a young woman in 
Japan also inspires poetry…

The words molester,
obscene phone call, pervert 
left on the blackboard

A great joy of life in Kyoto is 
communing with the spirits of the 
remarkable figures who have populated 
the Capital City for the last 1200 years.  
For Margaret they were monks, nuns, 
hermits, and of course great writers like 
Basho and Lady Murasaki.

At the waterfall where Tanzei 
Shonin practiced austerities:

I hear his voice still 
the monk of Amida-ji 
chanting from the stream

In 1691 Bashô stayed for a few weeks 
with his disciple, Kyôrai, at his hut, 
called Rakushisha. At Rakushisha 
Margaret communes with these two 
poets, and others, citing verses by 
Basho, and adding several of her own, 
including:

The poet’s geta 
still at the entryway 
autumn chill

For me the most unexpected extended 
discourse in Firef ly Lanterns was 
Margaret’s historical fiction haibun 
called “Rikyû’s Last Tea.” In five pages 
Chula reverently chronicles tea master 
Sen no Rikyû’s last hours alive, and 
then his ritual suicide by order of the 
tyrant, Hideyoshi. “Rikyû’s Last Tea” 
is both sensitive and imaginative, a 
celebration of the rituals of the tea 
ceremony, and the man who embodied 
the “spirit of tea” more than any other. 

Reading Firefly Lanterns twice was 
entirely enjoyable—and I made new 
discoveries, and experienced different 
feelings during my second reading. I 
know I’ll be rewarded again every time 
I open the book, just as I make new 
discoveries and experience different 
emotions every time I visit Kyoto.  

—Laurence Kominz


