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So many lovely maidens
gathering to draw water,
and around the temple well
dogtooth violets

blossoming here and there.

This is poem number 4143 of the Man’yoshi, the oldest existing collection of poetry
in Japan. The Man’ydshu consists of over 4,500 poems and was compiled over a period
of around 130 years, from the first part of the 7" century to the latter part of the 8"
century. The author of this poem is Otomo no Yakamochi.

This poem depicts lovely maidens gathering water from a well amid a field of
dogtooth violets. It was composed by the poet while picking these flowers and is the
only poem in the Man’yoshid that mentions dogtooth violets. The way in which the
young ladies scattered in a group are overlapping with the flowers scattered here and
there conveys Yakamochi’s exquisite sense of beauty.

Book 19 of the Man’ydshii begins with twelve poems composed between the 1% and
the 3™ day of the third month, 750. These poems are known as “Etchii Shugin”
(Splendid Poems of Etchu) and are some of the most highly regarded poems from
Yakamochi’s time in Etchu. This is the fifth poem in that series.
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