Lessons Learned from The Master of Go

“Had Go, like the No drama and the tea ceremony, sunk deeper and deeper into the recesses of a strange Japanese tradition?” (Kawabata, 118).  These words of Yasunari Kawabata indicate the uniquely Japanese aspect of the strategy game Go (囲碁) which forms a central theme of his novel, The Master of Go (名人or Meijin in Japanese).  As the book dramatizes an actual historical match, it provides a distinct view of Japan in the early years of the Showa period.  In addition, the story’s colorful main character and numerous subplots make it a laudable literary achievement.  Lastly, the work provides those unfamiliar with the strategy behind the game of Go with an entertaining introduction to this uniquely Asian board game. 
The narrative recounts the final Go match played in 1938 by Honinbou Shuusai (本因坊秀哉、referred to often as “the Master”).  His opponent, Minoru Kitani (木谷実) of the seventh rank (七段), is given the assumed name of “Otake of the seventh rank”.  The match commenced in the Shiba Koen area of Tokyo on June 26 and concluded on December 4th in Ito.  Kawabata describes the encounter from the first-person perspective of the reporter Uragami, who is chronicling the match for the Tokyo NichiNichi Shinbun newspaper (currently the Mainichi Shinbun).  This is the actual position Kawabata held at the time, and the articles he wrote formed the basis for the novel.  The competition spanned six months (64 installments of the author’s article, by the translator’s count) with the time divided among Tokyo, Hakone, and Ito.  This time period includes a three-month recess which was necessitated by the Master’s illness.  Each player was allotted forty hours of time, which was approximately four times the time granted to elite players in that era.  Of this allotment, white (Shuusai) used nineteen hours and fifty-seven minutes while black (Otake) used thirty-four hours and nineteen minutes.  The outcome was that black prevailed by five points, and the Master’s career thus ended in defeat.
This tale, instead of moving in strictly chronological order, both begins and ends with the Master’s death at an inn in Atami (熱海、a city in　Shizuoka prefecture).  In between, the author recounts portions of the match in vignettes arranged in a nonlinear temporal progression.  On one occasion, for example, he discusses his visit to Fujimi (富士見) to consult the famous Chinese-born Go player named Wu (better known by the name Go Sei-gen 呉青源) about the position of the board.  On another occasion, Kawabata describes the controversy which occurred due to a requested change in the number of recess days between play.  While the story moves quickly from scene to scene, the reader experiences the match from the viewpoint of a journalist compiling his notes. 
What is made clear throughout the novel is the author’s fascination with Honinbou Shuusai.  We learn that he was the 21st of the Honinbou line, which was named after a room of a temple in Kyoto.  “. . . the Master had himself taken holy orders.” (Kawabata 117).  In observing a powerful figure looming over the Go board and noting his unaffected demeanor even when his defeat was apparent to all, Kawabata depicts a noble champion.  However, he is also a tragic one, a prisoner of his own obsession with games, as is shown by the Master’s desire to play billiards, chess, and renju in between sessions.
An underlying theme arising from this fascination with the venerable Shuusai is the depiction of the match as a struggle of the old way against the new one.  The Master appears indifferent to the protocol of a sanctioned competition, assuming that his age and rank should enable him to dictate the conditions of play.  Otake, on the other hand, is painted as a stubborn adherent to the rules drafted by “the Association” (日本棋院).  Thus, the Master struggles with the new organization enveloping his game as well as with his younger opponent, and his defeat marks the end of an era.  “He was the symbol of Go itself;  he and his record shining through Meiji, Taisho, and Showa, and his achievement in having brought the game to its modern flowering . . .  but the Master could not stand outside the rules of equality.” (Kawabata 54).  


Kawabata began compiling the manuscript for the novel in 1941, but it did not appear in print until 1951.  It was originally published in serial form in the magazines Shinchou (新潮) and Sekai（世界）.  Not until 1954 did the book form of Meijin appear.  The English translation by Edward Seidensticker was made available in 1972. 

Honinbo Shuusai’s challenger, Minoru Kitani of the 7th rank (Otake in the story), had an illustrious career, reaching the 9th rank before his retirement.  On two occasions, he challenged Go Sei-gen (character of Wu in the novel) at the famous Juuban Go (十番碁) competitions, which were named thus because most of the matches spanned ten games.  The first match in 1933 ended in a tie, while the second match was won by Go Sei-gen.  Kitani and Go actually published a style of opening play known as Shinfuseki (新布石)　which was considered a defining theory in the development of modern Go.  The Master’s challenger regained the top ranking in 1957 and held it until 1959. 

The association which organized the Master’s final match, the Nihon Kiin, was founded in 1924 and is currently headquartered in Chiyoda-ku.  Today there are about three hundred professional Go players and 3.5 million recreational players in Japan.  The association actually presents an award called the “Shuusai Prize”, named after Kawabata’s protagonist, to the year’s best player.
The game itself has had a remarkable history both before and after the match recounted by Kawabata.  In the game of Go, players arrange black and white stones upon a grid in an attempt to surround the opposite color.  It arrived in Japan during the Nara period (710-794) and may have been indirectly alluded to in The Tale of Genji, the literary masterpiece of the Heian period (794-1185).  A more recent literary appearance was in the 1998 manga Hikaru no Go, which sparked renewed interest in the game within Japan.  The World Go Championship, known as the Fujitsu Cup, was won by Younghoon Park of Korea in 2007.  In Japan, some of the current titleholders are Keigo Yamashita, Chang Hsu, and Takao Shinji.
While the game of Go has gained popularity in Europe and the Americas, Yasunari Kawabata illustrates the distinctly Asian aspects of the game.  Invented in China and elevated to an art form in Japan, the game’s vocabulary, history, and rules are well-introduced in The Master of Go.  Seventy years after Honinbou Shuusai’s retirement match, this novel endures as a worthwhile read.
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