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at the court had been restricted almost exclusively to the appreciation
of the seasons or the remembrances of unhappy love affairs. The waka
could evoke such emotions poignantly; the subject and the form of the
poetry were perfectly matched. But when the poets of the Southern
Court were faced with the necessity of expressing unfamiliar and pow-
erful themes, they became tongue-tied.

Munenaga’s case is striking because he was a talented poet, though
critics have also singled out for praise Munenaga’s disciple, the Buddhist
monk Koun (also known by his lay name, Kazan’in Nagachika, (1347-
1429)."”2 Kdun, more fortunate than Munenaga, lived to see the reuni-
fication of the country in 1392 and moved back to the capital, where
he frequented poetry gatherings attended by the shoguns. His poetry,
in the Nij6 tradition, is pleasant but unmemorable:

shigeriau Beneath the new green
sakura ga shita no in the shade of a cherry tree,
yasuzumi I take the evening cool—

haru wa ukarishi  waiting for the breezes

kaze no mataruru that upset me last spring.'”
The poem probably means exactly what it says. One might have wished
for an allegorical meaning, but apparently there is none.

Of the other Shin’yoshii poets the most impressive are three emperors
who lived in Yoshino—Godaigo, Gomurakami, and Chékei. The col-
lection as a whole is a disappointment for most modern readers, but in
times of war and crisis Japanese have found inspiration in poems—and
especially in the prefaces—that evoke the heroism of the Southern Court
and its defenders.'**

SHOTETSU (1381-1459)

The priest Shotetsu was the last important waka poet of the Muromachi
period. It might even be argued that he was the last major poet before
the twentieth century who chose to express himself in the waka. In
Shotetsu’s time the waka had been displaced by renga as the poetic
medium of the most important poets, and during the Tokugawa period
the haiku would be the dominant poetic form mainly because of Basho,
the greatest poet of the era. Shotetsu belonged to the tradition of the
court poets of the past, and he wrote his poems on the customary themes,
but exceptional skill enabled him to create individual poetry. He was
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unusually prolific: he lost twenty thousand poems when his hermitage
was destroyed by fire in 1432, but managed to write another eleven
thousand waka that are preserved in his Sokonshi (Grass Roots Collec-
tion), probably the largest collection of waka by any recognized poet.
Shotetsu came originally from a military family in the province of
Bitchii, but was taken while still a boy to Kyoto. In Shéotezsu Monogatari
(Tales of Shotetsu, c. 1450),' a work that mixes autobiography and
criticism, he related that he showed aptitude for composing poetry even
as a small child, and that his first poem was written on a leaf offered
to the gods as part of the celebration of the Tanabata Festival."” When
he was fourteen another priest, discovering that Shotetsu enjoyed writing
poetry, suggested that they visit an elderly magistrate (bugyo) called
Jibu,” or Civil Administrator, who lived nearby in Kyoto and was
known as a lover of poetry. After some hesitation (he was embarrassed
to be seen because his forelock had been shaved),'® Shotetsu allowed
himself to be taken to the magistrate’s house. Here is his account of

what happened:

The Lay Priest and Civil Administrator,'® at the time a venerable,
white-haired gentleman more than eighty years old, came out to
meet us. He told me, “These days one never hears of children
composing poetry, but when I was young it used to be quite common.
How charming of you! I have a poetry gathering every month on
the twenty-fifth. Please do attend. Here are the subjects for this
month.” So saying, he himself wrote down the topics for me. There
were three, each written with four Chinese characters: idle moon'"
late at night, distant geese over twilight mountains, and a love affair
not followed by a next-morning letter. This happened at the begin-
ning of the eighth month.

On the twenty-fifth I went to attend the meeting. Inside, Reizei
no Tamemasa [the great-great-grandson of Teika and the head of
the Reizei school] and Reizei no Tamekuni'"' sat in one place of
honor, and the former governor of Kyushi in the other. Behind
them were their close retainers and my host’s family, over twenty
persons in all, seated impressively in order of rank. I had arrived
late, so I was shown to the central place of honor."? Embarrassing
though it was, that is where I took my place. The governor was at
the time a lay priest, over eighty years of age, and he sat there
wearing a robe without the usual black hems and a sash with a long

tassel.
My poem on the topic “idle moon late at night” was:
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itazura ni
Sfukeyuku sora no
kage nare ya
hitori nagamuru
aki no yo no tsuki

How light the sky is

This night as to no avalil,

It grows ever later—

All alone, I stare up at

The moon of an autumn night.

My poem on the wild geese concluded, as I recall:

yama no ha ni At the mountain edge
hitotsura miyuru A whole chain is visible—
hatsukari no koe  The voices of the first wild geese.

I have forgotten the first part of the poem. I do not remember
my poem on love either.

I learned how to compose poetry, thanks to my frequent ap-
pearances at such sessions from then on. I was fourteen years old at
the time.'® Afterwards, when I was in the service of the resident
prince at Nara, I was the senior page at a memorial service conducted
in the Lecture Hall on Mount Hiei."* I was so busy with this and
other duties that I stopped writing poetry for a time. Later, after
my father died,"” I again ventured to appear at poetry gatherings
and resumed writing poetry. I filled thirty-six notebooks with poems
composed from the time of the meeting at the Jibu’s place. There
must have been over twenty thousand poems. They all went up in
flames at Imakumano. I have completed somewhat under ten thou-
sand poems since then.!'¢

If we can believe this account, written nearly sixty years after some
of the events described, Shatetsu even as a boy of fourteen was able to
compose poetry with sufficient skill to be a welcome visitor at gatherings
attended by the outstanding poets of the day. Perhaps his youthful
encounter with Reizei Tamemasa decided Shétetsu to compose poetry
in the manner of the Reizei school. However, a much more important
influence was exerted by Imagawa Rydshun (1326-1414?), a daimyo and
poet whose essays on poetry defended the liberal tradition of the Reizei
school against the Nijo poets.

Only about one hundred poems by Rydshun survive,"” none of great
interest though they have been praised for their honest, Man’yéshi sim-
plicity. His writings on poetry, most of them composed when he was
in his eighties,""® suggest the kind of influence he had over Shétetsu.
Rydshun Isshi Den (Biography of Ryoshun for His Son), written in 1409,

Waka Poetry of the Kamakura and Muromachi Periods 731

when he was eighty-three, contains a mixture of autobiography and
poetic criticism that may have served as a model for Tales of Shotetsu.
Near the beginning we find these recollections:

When I was twelve or thirteen my grandmother Koun’in said to
me, “It is disgraceful for a boy like you not to compose poetry. Put
your mind to it, and regardless of whether it is good or bad, keep
composing . . . I began to teach your father how to write poetry from
the time when he was seven or eight. Any son who does not continue
the accomplishment of his father is not worth talking about.”"

Ryoshun elsewhere recorded two other experiences that led him to
compose poetry. The first occurred in 1341:

I must have been sixteen when I saw in a vision Lord Tsunenobu.'?
He told me that people must definitely compose poetry. I watched
and listened, not knowing if this was a dream or reality, and it
stirred in me an even greater desire to write poetry.'”!

In 1345 another experience helped to shape his course as a poet: he
read a poem by Reizei Tamehide that profoundly moved him.

nasake aru In this world of ours

tomo koso kataki  Friends who are sympathetic

yo narikere Are truly hard to find:

hitori ame kiku Alone, I listen to the rain

aki no yosugara'?  All through the long autumn night.

Rydshun was so impressed that he decided to become a disciple of the
Reizei school. He was struck, first of all, by the word nasake with which
the poem begins. This word was always avoided by Nijo poets because
it could refer to sexual relations. Ryshun was also moved by the un-
spoken implication of the poem: if the speaker had had a kind friend,
the friend would surely have invited him to go somewhere, and he
would not have had to spend the night listening to the dreary rain.'
Ryoshun’s most interesting opinions concern language. Like other
Reizei poets, he insisted on the poet’s freedom to choose whatever words
he preferred, in contrast to the strict observance of poetic diction required
of members of the Nijo school. “What do the teachings mean that
command us to use only old words? ‘Forbidden words’ should refer
only to those that seem peculiar in the context in which they are placed.
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Why should we avoid using a word, even if it has never before appeared
in poetry, providing it is not unpleasant to the ears?”'** He favored
straightforward expression: “The essence of poetry is to describe things
as they are, without decoration.” He believed that the simple language
of the Man’yoshii should be the inspiration for poets of his own time,
and that it was only in the centuries after the Man’yéshi that poets first
fell into the error of decorating their works.'” His special esteem for
the Man’yoshii was what one might expect of a military man; but his
preference for unadorned simplicity seems not to have affected his de-
votion to Teika and the Shin Kokinshia.
Perhaps Ryoshun’s most famous statement on poetry was:

Man cannot exist without thoughts and words. Why then should it
be difficult for him to express his thoughts with his mouth? If, for
example, he thinks, “Brrr—how cold it is!” he will say, “I wish I
had a jacket” or “I wish I could warm myself by a fire” and each
of these is poetry.'?

Ryoshun believed that the emotion (kokoro) that gave rise to a poem
was more important than words (kozoba), and if the emotion was strong
enough (even the emotion induced by a chilly room), the words became
poetry of themselves. This conviction led him to attack the Nijé poets,
especially Ton’a, who always emphasized the importance of the words.
Sometimes he became quite intemperate, and he did not hesitate to
declare that among the poems of Ton’a “seven or eight out of ten poems
borrow more than half their words from old poems.”'?” His main reason
or writing his various works of criticism in old age seems to have been
o protect and encourage Reizei Tamemasa, the young head of the Reizei
chool. No doubt he also communicated these views to Shétetsu, who
evered Ryoshun as his teacher.

Shotetsu, though an important poet, is remembered most of all for
iis work of criticism and autobiography, Tales of Shotetsu. The typical
nanner adopted by Shétetsu in this work is to present a waka and
ollow it with a close analysis of its components. The following is the
irst part of what is perhaps the best-known passage:

FALLING BLOSSOMS

sakura chiru They blossomed only
yo no ma no hana no To fall in the space of a night,

yume no uchi ni In the space of a dream;
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All that remains as before
Are white clouds over the peak.

yagate magirenu
mine no shirakumo

This is a poem in the yiigen style. What we call ytigen is some-
thing within the mind that cannot be expressed in words. The quality
of yiigen may be suggested by the sight of thin clouds veiling the
moon or autumn fog hanging over the crimson leaves on a moun-
tainside. If one is asked where in these sights is the yGigen, one cannot
answer. It is not surprising that a person who fails to understand
this is likely to prefer the sight of the moon shining brightly in a
cloudless sky. It is quite impossible to explain wherein lies the interest
or the wonder of yigen.

The words “in the space of a dream; all that remains as before”
were derived from a poem composed by Genji. Genji, when he meets

Fujitsubo, says

We meet now, but rare

Will be the nights we meet again.
Would that this poor frame
yagate magiruru  Might dissolve, just as it is,

ukimi to mo gana Into the world of the dream.

mite mo mata
au yo mare naru
yume no uchi ni

This, too, was in the yigen style.'”

Shotetsu’s conception of yigen was the key to his poetry and to his
criticism of poetry. He likened the effect of yligen in poetry to mist that
partly conceals the bare meanings of words, lending them mysterious
ambiguity. To achieve this effect, words were sometimes omitted from
poems, even words necessary for ready comprehension, and the difficulty
of the poem that resulted was justified in terms of the elusive depths
hinted at by the ambiguity. Shétetsu gave, as an example of a poem
whose meaning was not immediately apparent because one line had been
deliberately omitted, the celebrated waka by Ariwara no Narihira from
the Kokinshi (already quoted above):

tsuki ya aranu Is that not the moon,
haru ya mukashi no  And is the spring not the spring

haru naranu Of a year ago?
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wa ga mi hitotsu wa
moto no mi shite

This body of mine alone,
Remains as it was before, 129

He c'ommcn.ted: “Unless one understands the implications, there is noth-
Ing interesting about the poem. The poem was compo;cd when, re-
:rlzmbcru;]g how in the spring of the previous year he had met the i\lij(')
ress, he ili
o tha il i i L e B
g the same as before: I am
unchanged, but the person I met then is not here tonight.”1%
Shatetsu’s poetry is difficult because he deliberately d.eﬁed normal

: ; . ; .
yntax in order to achieve a richness of meaning. He gave an elaborate
exegesis of one of his poems:

watarikane Even clouds hesitate.
kumo mo yibe wo  They still struggle this evening
nao tadoru

To cross over the bridge:
A path to the peak in snow
Without a single footprint.

ato naki yuki no
mine no kakehashi

It is most improbable that clouds would have trouble passing ove
trac.k.less snow. However, it is the general practice in wakag‘comf
position to impart feelings to insentient things. The fact is, clouds
are constantly crossing the sky, morning and night. But ,whcn I
loc-)kcd out as evening came to the mountains covered in snow. th

drifts of fallen snow were so white that I thought the clouds m’i htt:
not even realize evening had come, and they might hesitate to crg

trackless paths, but in fact they went by serenely. If one cxami: i
a scene carefully in this way, there really is something about thcs
clouds that suggests they might have trouble crossing. It also occurr ;
to me that the clouds might hesitate to cross when there were ;o

human fqotprmts in the snow along a mountain path as dangerous
as a hanging bridge.'*! g

Shotetsu went on to defend the unnatural syntax of the poem i
rms of the greater force it gave. His exegesis of the poem cor[:clud dn
A poem that does not spell out everything is a good poem.” i

Tales of Shotetsu opens with the flat statement “Anyone v;/ho follow
e way of poetry and criticizes Teika will not enjoy the blessin ;
e gods but will incur their punishment.”® His reverence for Tgs'l:)
nnot be questioned, but his poems do not much resemble those of('t lh'a
'owed master. One senses instead that Shétetsu fretted over the linf

Waka Poetry of the Kamakura and Muromach: Periods 735

itations of the waka. His disciples included renga poets, and Shétetsu
himself might have found renga a more congenial medium. He at-
tempted to compensate for the brevity of the waka by resorting to
suggestion, and he managed to cram into thirty-one syllables a surprising
number of images or ideas. Teika had also composed dense poems, but
he never was as arcane in his images as Shdtetsu in his poem on clouds
over the snow. Shatetsu, like Poe, would probably have been satisfied
to convey “a suggestive indefiniteness of vague and therefore of spiritual
effect.”

Shotetsu’s yiigen was closer to that of Shunzei than of Teika, for
whom the word seems to have meant surpassing charm above all. It
differed also (as we shall see) from the yiigen of Zeami, as employed in
his essays on N, where the primary meaning seems to have been
elegance. Shatetsu meant a kind of symbolism, achieved by using am-
biguous but suggestive language, affording the reader the possibility of
an experience that transcends words. In this respect Shatetsu may be
said to have gone beyond his avowed master Teika, and to have enun-
ciated one of the most important ideals of the medieval aesthetic. The
same preference for suggestion and mystery could be found in the
monochrome paintings of the Muromachi period, the tea ceremony, and
the gardens of stone and pebbles that are closer to ink sketches than to
natural vegetation.

These different arts were all influenced by aesthetic beliefs associated
with Zen Buddhism which, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
especially, acquired dominant importance among writers and artists.
Shatetsu, a Zen monk, wrote many religious poems whose inspiration
came from Zen Buddhism, such as:

There is a temple,

But, unaltered from the past,
The mountain becomes

A Buddha without trappings,
And its color fades away.

tera wa aredo
mukashi no mama no
kazari naki

hotoke to narite
yama 20 aseyuku

This poem, composed in 1452, when Shotetsu was seventy-one, is a
difficult but characteristic expression of Zen belief: the temple exists and
Shatetsu has often sat there in meditation, but the temple is not itself
of importance; the achievement of Buddhahood is the reason for the
temple’s existence. On the other hand, the mountain on which the temple
stands has attained the eternal essence of Buddha, though (unlike the
temple) it is bare of adornment.'’ Shotetsu’s Buddhist poem is unlike
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close to bursting the seams of the waka, and gyggests also the kanshi
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There wre  waka poets after  Shotetsu, but their names « hardly
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