




























































































































































































































































































































































































































This poem is perhaps one of Shotetsu's most complex works, on account of its ambiguity as well 

as its vague but powerful transcendental intimations. On the superficial level, it topples, though 

with exquisite delicacy, the centuries-old poetic conceit focussing on the fusion and 

indistinguishability of blossoming cherries and white clouds. The poem appears to describe a 

situation where the poet has dreamt a beautiful dream of scattering cherry blossoms, possibly 

inspired by the sight of blossoms which he may have seen that day. When he awakes at dawn, the 

cherry blossoms of his dreams (and in reality) have vanished, but unexpectedly he is able to find 

consolation in the sight of the soft white clouds of dawn trailing the peaks, which for once have 

maintained an entity distinct from the blossoms and have not merged and disappeared with them. 

Yet in the end one wonders whether the separation between the blossoms and the clouds is total, 

for the solace the poet may find in the sight of the white clouds seems to compensate for the lost 

beauty of the blossoms. It is almost as if the blossoms have been reborn in the white clouds. 

Regardless of the identification or otherwise of the blossoms and the clouds, this poem is steeped in 

Buddhist thought: physical phenomena (the blossoms and clouds) are depicted as dreamlike, 

transient and ephemeral, surfacing from and dissolving back into an absolute void which is the one 

eternal constant. There is an evocation too of the eternal chain of existence: blossoms disappear but 

are immediately renewed in the phenomenon of the clouds. The insistent thread of assonance and 

consonance running through the poem (for example 'n' occurs nine times, 'm' five times, 'y' three 

times, '0' seven times, 'a' nine times) underlines the theme of continuity and eternity, however 

much the surface images of the poem may vary. 

Perhaps in evocation of the absolute void, a sense of deep metaphysical emptiness (or fullness) 

pervades the poem, partly an effect of the image yo no ma ('the space or interval of night') whose 

open vowels like a dark vacuum seem to have swallowed up the cherry blossoms, and partly 

through the poem's implicit background image of the vast sky against which all the poem's images 

of cloudslblossoms/peaks appear. The poem's sound effects, its recurrent intonation of the 

consonants 'n', 'm', 'y' and vowels 'a' and '0', mentioned above, also playa role in creating this 

impression. It is surely not coincidental that these are the same sounds that appear in the common 

Pure Land prayer 'Namu Amida Butsu' or the meditative syllable 'aum'215 which if repeated 

215 Namu Amida Butsu means 'I give praise to Amida'. Aum is a mantra now unfortunately somewhat 
discredited by its use by the Aum Shinri Kyo, a cult held responsible for fatal gassing on the Tokyo subway in 1995. 
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sufficient times is said to bring immediate enlightenment into the ultimate nature of reality. 

Neither do we believe it is coincidental that the sound effects of this particular poem so closely 

echo the kakegoe (drummers' cries) of the No drama which play such a part in evoking the eerie 

and profound atmosphere of the NO. The four basic kakigoe cries are 'ya', 'ha " 'iya, ' and 'yoi' .216 

There seems to be something inherently awesome and mystical in these sounds. 

Shotetsu himself appears to have found this poem exceptional, singling it out as we have noted 

earlier in this chapter as an example of a poem in the yugen style: 

This is a poem in the yugen style. YUgen is something which is sensed in the heart but 

cannot be expressed in words. Yiigen manifests itself in the appearance of hazy clouds 

veiling the moon or the charming sight of autumn mist lying over scarlet leaves on a 

mountainside. If one were to ask where exactly is the yugen in this scene one would be at 

pains to answer. People who do not have an appreciation of yugen will say 'the moon is 

most beautiful shining in the clear unobscured heavens', and this is only to be expected. 

Yiigen lies in the indefinability of what it is that is so appealing and awe-inspiring.217 

The ineffability and abstruseness ofyugen described in Shotetsu's commentary and the example of 

Poem 40 itself leaves, we argue, the inherently transcendental qualities of yugen beyond debate. 

This is also a very Teika-esque poem deliberately evoking memories of one of Teika's most 

famous waka: 

Haru no yo no 

Yume no ukihashi 

Todae shite 

Mine ni wakaruru 

Yokogumo no sora 218 

The bridge of dreams 

216 Komparu, The Noh Theater: Principles and Perspectives, p.208. 

2172: 224. 

218 Quoted in Shotetsu Monogatari 1: 15, translated in Brower and Miner, Japanese Court Poetry, p.262. 
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Floating on the brief spring night 

Soon breaks off: 

Now from the mountaintop a cloud 

Takes leave into the open sky 

Poem Forty-One [2:78] 

, Frogs in the Paddyfields': 

Yuku mizu ni 

Kawazu no uta 0 

Kazu kakuya 

Onaji yamada ni 

Tori mo iruramu 219 

On the moving waters 

Is he tallying up with his beak 

The number of songs the frogs sing? 

A snipe stands in 

The same mountain paddy 

Yuku mizu ni. .. kazu kaku. Kazu kaku means to write strokes as a way of keeping a tally. The 

image mizu ni kazu kaku ('to write upon water') is a commonly used metaphor for useless, vain 

activity. Its usage in this sense can be traced to the Buddhist sutraNanbon Nehangyo,220 a version 

of the Nirvana Sutra, a scripture of primitive Buddhism, where 'strokes upon the water' represent 

the transitoriness of the human being. Sh5tetsu intensifies the impression of transitoriness by 

depicting the waters as 'moving' or 'incessantly in motion' (yuku mizu). On a secondary level, the 

verb kaku also means 'to stir, scratch, preen feathers' and therefore relates as an engo with the 

image of 'bird' in the lower hemistich. 

Commentary. 

219 To be found only in Shotetsu Monogatari. 
220 Nihon Kokugo Daijiten, vA, p. 570. 
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This poem adopts a clever and playful style reminiscent of Kokinshu poetry especially in its 

personification of the snipe keeping a tally of the number of songs which the frogs have sung. This 

is an impossible and futile task given the endless and cyclic nature of a frog's song. Despite a 

comic element, the poem concludes on a more menacing note, intimating the presence of birds, the 

frogs' natural predator, in the same paddy field. 

An additional innuendo can perhaps be found in the poem. Two images in this poem trigger this 

secondary interpretation, firstly, the image 'the song of the frog' ('song' is written with the 

character ~ which also means 'poem', uta) and secondly, the image 'bird'. Is it too far-fetched to 

consider the possibility that the 'frog' with its 'song' (or 'poem') may be an allegory for Shotetsu 

himself, and the 'bird' lurking so menacingly nearby may be a cipher for a member of the Asukai 

family, whose name includes the same character for 'bird' used in Shotetsu's poem? Like the 

marshbird and the frog, they were both competing in the same 'field', and the Asukai family who 

were linked to the conservative Nijo line were doing their best to undermine Shotetsu's position. 

Poem Forty-Two [2: 85] 

On a Cuckoo in a Village: 

Ayanakumo 

rube no sato no 

Toyomu ka na 

Matsu ni wa sumaji 

Yamahototogisu 221 

How senselessly 

The village rings out with your song 

In the early evening! 

o mountain cuckoo who shuns and keeps silent the pines 

Where I wait for you! 

Ayanakumo. This adverb has a wide range of meanings, extending from the interpretation we have 

221 To be found on ly inShotetsu Monogatari. 
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used here of 'senseless, absurd, illogical' to 'unwarranted' or 'insignificant, trifling'. It almost 

always implies a criticism of behaviour. Matsu ni wa sumaji. The conventional pun is made here 

on matsu ('pine tree') and matsu ('to wait'). A pun is probably also intended on sumaji meaning 

both 'do not live somewhere' and' not to ring out clear'. 

Commentary. 

A note of irony and even anger underlies this poem where Shotetsu criticizes the mountain cuckoo 

for choosing such an inappropriate place to perform his glorious song. One can detect in this poem 

the inner recluse ShOtetsu 's profound disdain for society and his inference that true beauty has no 

place and cannot be appreciated in the humdrum human world (sato). 

Once again there is a temptation to wonder whether Shotetsu might be speaking allegorically 

through the image hototogisu about himself, composing poetry in vain for an unappreciative 

audience when he would be better off making a clean break with his life in the capital. 

On the technical level this poem provides another example of Sh5tetsu's delight in word-play, 

which concentrates itself in the fourth line, matsu ni wa sumaji ('does not live in the pines/ does 

not ring out clear in the pines'). As in previous examples,222 the puns provide both the rhetorical 

and thematic focal point of the poem: it is here that the strongest theme of the poem is expressed -

inappropriateness and out-of-jointedness, in an almost Shakespearean sense. The cuckoo should be 

singing in the pine-trees but it is not. Thus the hototogisu may become a symbol of dysfunction and 

disorder. Through this interpretation, one discovers yet again an overtly positive image, the 

long-awaited hototogisu, assuming negative connotations. 

Poem Forty-Three [2:86] 

fA poem] alluding to love and smoke: 

Kou to te mo 

Kai nashi muro no 

Yashima moru 

Kami dani shiranu 

222 For example the pun on tama todamaranu in Poem 36. 

190 



Mune no keburi wa 223 

How vain is my yearning for you my beloved! 

Even the guardian god of the kitchen furnace 

- Or Muronoyashima Shrine with the steaming pond -

Knows nothing of the 

Smoke of passion sealed in my breast! 

Muronoyashima. This word, abundant in interpretations, is in the first instance a placename with 

rich poetic associations, used as an alternative name forO'miwa Shrine in present-day Tochigi City, 

Tochigi Prefecture. Muronoyashima was often combined as it is here with the image of 'smoke' in 

waka poetry, due to the existence in the shrine precincts of a pond of spring water whose waters 

evaporated to hang in the air like smoke. This shrine is dedicated to several gods, referred to in this 

poem. Controversy exists over the etymology of the proper noun Muronoyashima, but there are 

evidently eight islands (yashima) in the pond.224 A second possible interpretation of 

muronoyashima as a common noun meaning kamado (,kitchen cooking range, furnace') also 

exists,225 combining with the image mune no kemuri (,smoke of passion sealed in my breast') even 

more neatly and effectively than the place name Muronoyashima. Also embedded in 

muronoyashima is the Buddhist term muro denoting a state of release from all carnal desires, the 

state that the poet is evidently having such a struggle to attain at the moment of writing. Written 

with the characters used in our present edition of Sh-;tetsu Monogatari, muro (~) also suggests 

a monk's hermitage, a meaning further strengthening the poem's Buddhist texture and connecting it 

with Shotetsu's own situation. Moru kami. Either (or simultaneously) the gods of Muronoyashima 

Shrine, or the god of the hearth, KOjin, who was also believed secretly to watch over and protect 

people (moru). This god, who should have an intimate knowledge of one's feelings and behaviour, 

has no idea of the poet's fiery love, an indication of how perfectly such feelings must have been 

concealed. Moru also means 'to leak', thus linking as another engo with the image of 'smoke'. 

223 Sokonshu 4643. It occurs here however with a different first line, tatsu to te ma (,Even though [the smoke] 
rises'} Shotetsu's accuracy in recalling poems, his own as well as those of others, was at times imperfect. 

224 Katagiri, Utamakura Utakotoba Jiten , pA02. 
225 Nihon Kokugo Daijiten, v.19, p.124. 
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Commentary 

This is a poem skilfully expressing the hidden and suppressed passion of a person (maybe Shotetsu 

himself) who should have distanced himself from such carnal and worldly emotions. 

It provides a fine example of ShOtetsu's superb technical skill in manipulating words for their 

word-play potential, especially muronoyashima. 

The same word shows Shotetsu's fondness for unusual images: muronoyashima is a rare image in 

waka poetry which does not occur at all in the Kokinshu and occurs only twice in the 

ShinkokinsliU . 226 Yet Shotetsu himself shows a predilection for this image, particularly in love 

poetry. Out of twenty poems in SOkonshu on the topic 'Love with Allusion to Smoke', the image 

muronoyashima occurs three times, including the present poem. 

Shotetsu's pride and possessiveness regarding his play on muronoyashima moru is very obvious in 

the comments which follow the poem in Shotetsu Monogatari: 'These words should not be used 

again' , he states.227 

Poem Forty-Four [2:87] 

Kono tabi wa 

Yasuku zo koemu 

Suzu wakete 

Moto fuminareshi 

Iwa no kakemichi 228 

This time the journey should hold no fear for you 

The perilous path over the mountains 

Which you are used to treading 

Parting the bamboo grasses 

Pilgrim bells jangling 

226 Poems 34 and 1010. 
227 Shotetsu Monogatari 2: 86. 
228 To be found only in Shotetsu Monogatari. 
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Kono tabi. There is a likely play of words here on the homophones tabi Uourney) and tabi (time, 

occasion). Suzu. Another name for suzutake, a bamboo-like grass with thin stalks which grows 

thickly in the shade in mountain areas. A play is also possibly intended onsuzu meaning 'bell', 

referring to the bells worn by pilgrims on pilgrimages such as these?29 Kakemichi. This can refer 

merely to a steep mountain path or else a path scaling a rockface made by laying pieces of timber 

in steps, similar to kakehashi in Poem Three. Both meanings are probably implied here. 

Commentary 

According to the comments in Shotetsu Monogatari which precede this poem, Shotetsu was invited 

to compose this poem by an archbishop who had stayed overnight at the Sonsho-in Temple in 

Nara on his way to perform mountain austerities.230 The prelate was a fellow poet, a contributor of 

eight poems to the Shinzokukokinshu, the anthology from which Shotetsu was excluded, and one of 

Shotetsu's contemporaries. It is unclear what precisely Shotetsu's own business was at Sonsho-in. 

It must be an episode which took place in ShOtetsu's maturity, as the Archbishop, his 

contemporary, is already well-advanced in his career: the double honorifics with which he is 

described were generally only used of the highest ranking personages and indicate he was at the 

apex of his career. 

Unable to refuse a request from such a high-ranking dignitary, Shotetsu prepared ink and 

immediately composed the above poem.231 Compared with some of his other works, this poem is 

simple and straightforward, reflecting perhaps a concession to the conservative style which this 

cleric favoured as a Shinzokukokinshu poet. 232 

The fact that the archbishop specifically requested Shotetsu to produce a poem, rather than the 

abbot of the temple where he had stayed overnight, indicates his awareness of Shotetsu's reputation 

as a poet, and perhaps a curiosity to test his impromptu abilities. 

229 Brower's translation, though capturing successfully the effortlessness of the original, does not include this 
wordplay: 'This time your journeylWill be easy as you make your wayrrhrough bamboo thickets,rrreading the same 
path among the cragsrrhat you have walked in days gone by' 

( Brower and Miner, Conversations with Shotetsu, p.156). 
230 Identified by Hisamatsu as Giun, the son of Acting Great Counsellor Ashikaga Mitsunori (Shotetsu 

Monogatari, p. 228, n.24). He was from the Jisso-in Temple, a Tendai temple in Yamashiro Province. 
231Shotetsu Monogatari 2: 87. 
232 This was the preferred style of the Shinzokukokinsl1U, a Nijo-aligned anthology, and is manifest in Giun's 

own poems (Numbers 114, 538, 676, 1,043, 1,373, 1,602, 1,849 and 1,859). 
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Poem Forty-Five[2:89] 

On the topic ' Accustomed to Unfulfilled Love': 

Yo no tsune no 

Hito ni mono iu 

Yoshi nagara 

Omou kokoro no 

Ira ya miyuramu 233 

I pretend to chat with you 

As if you were any ordinary person 

Fearful all the while 

I might reveal 

The hidden colours of my passion 

Mono iu. 'To say things, chat.' From an early date234 the phrase was also used to mean 'to engage in 

intimate and amorous chitchat'. In the context of this poem it is used primarily in the innocent 

sense of 'chatting' but with a wistful consciousness of its other meaning. Omou kokoro. 'Heart of 

love.' Omou is rich in possible interpretations. Foremost here is the meaning 'to love' but other 

overtones include 'to hope, desire', 'to imagine or anticipate' , 'to be anxious' ,'to recall the past' . 

The persona could thus be describing not only his love, but also his hope for a new romance or his 

anxiety over what will happen, or his memories of a passion which returns when he meets someone 

with whom he had a relationship in the past. Iro. Literally, 'colour', and by extension, 'facial 

expression'. Also, 'sexual passion'. The poet fears that the expression on his face may betray his 

true passion. Miyuramu. As with mono iu and ira, this word also has connotations of intimacy 

between a man and a woman. The concrete meaning is 'to be visible' but it additionally means 'to 

have intimate relations'. 

Commentary 

233 Sokonshu 4403. 
234 Examples exist in Ise Monogatari or Izumi Shikibu Nikki for example. 
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In sentiment this poem is very close to Poem Forty-Three in its expression of a concealed passion 

which must not be brought into the open. But unlike Poem Forty-Three, the same conception is 

expressed in more simple terms without excessive word-play, lending greater sincerity to the 

emotions depicted and freeing the poem from the artificiality of the previous poem. Nonetheless 

the poem is not completely lacking in word play, in this case a set of innuendoes implying an 

amorous connection: mono iu, omou kokoro, iro, miyuramu . The persistence of these innuendoes, 

which cannot, it seems, be kept out of the poem, suggest the extent and near uncontrollability of 

the poet's infatuation. 

Poem Forty-Six [2:90] 

On the topic 'Lamps in an Old Temple' : 

Nori zo kore 

Hotoke no tame ni 

Tomosu hi ni 

Hikari 0 soe yo 

Koto no ha no tama 235 

These are the Teachings! 

To the lamps that I light 

For the Buddha 

Add your incandescence 

Jewelled words of poetry! 

Nod. Buddha's teachings; the scriptures. Koto no ha no tarna, The word koto no ha (literally 

'word-leaves') occurs in the famous first sentence of the Kana Preface of the Kokinshi136• It was 

used from Heian times as an elegant word for 'language' but often refers specifically to waka 

poetry.237 In the present poem it is embellished further by the metaphor tama which signifies an 

235 To be found only in Shotetsu Monogatari. 
236Yamato uta wa hito no kokoro 0 tane to shite yorozu no koto no ha to zo narerikeru (,The seeds of Japanese 

poetry lie in the human heart and grow into leaves of ten thousand wordS.'Translated by Rodd and Henkenius, 
Kokinshu, p. 35). 

237 [wanami Kogo Jiten, p.503. 
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object of beauty, a jewel. The meaning of its homonym tama ('soul, spirit, life-force') is also 

strongly present. In the context of Buddhist worship depicted by this poem, tama may also suggest 

the beads (tama) of the rosary fingered while intoning the sutras. 

Commentary 

This poem brings waka poetry into a relationship of equivalence with the Buddhist teachings, 

maintaining that it can serve the same purpose of increasing one's piety and bringing one closer to 

enlightenment. Shotetsu is thus emphasising the spiritual and metaphysical efficacy of his art. The 

parallel drawn between poetry and the conventional practice of Buddhism is underlined by the 

structural parallelism of Shotetsu's poem, where the first line nori zo kore (,These are the 

Teachings') is balanced again the last line koto no ha no tama ('Jewelled words of poetry'). From 

the time of Shunzei, poets had been preoccupied with this question of the role of poetry in the true 

practice of the Way. For some it caused considerable spiritual anguish,238 but Shotetsu seems 

troubled by few doubts that poetry and Buddhism might not be altogether compatible. 

This poem, apart from reiterating the role of poetry in the Buddhist Way, makes quite clear the 

sheer delight Shotetsu found in beautiful language itself, whether this be the poetic language of the 

sutras which he claims 'adds' to the incandescence of the lamps, or the language of waka poetry. 

Perhaps one could be forgiven for imagining that one reason Shotetsu was drawn to Buddhist 

orders might have been because this way of life allowed him to submerge himself in beauty in 

various forms, not only the beauty of the sutras but also accessories of worship such as the lighted 

lamps set before the Buddha. As a direct expression of Shotetsu's involvement in Buddhist 

worship, this poem is rare among his poems of Shotetsu Monogatari. 

Poem Forty-Seven [2:91] 

In celebration of a shrine: 

Iohara ni 

Arazu nagara no 

238 For example Shunzei is said to have gone on a retreat to the Sumiyoshi Shrine to make amends for his 
neglect of the Buddha, fearful of the consequences this may bring him in the afterlife. One night, the god of Sumiyoshi 
apparently appeared to him in a dream and assured him that waka poetry and the way of the Buddha were one. Shotetsu 
relates this legend in Shotetsu Monogatari 1:58. 
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Miyamamoru 

Mio no kamimatsu 

U rakaze zo Juku 239 

This is not lohara, but here too 

Guarding the holy mountain 

The sacred pine oj Mio 

Stands sentinel 

And the bay breeze blows! 

Iohara. An ancient sub-state of pre-Taika reform times (pre-645), now the coastal part of present­

day Shizuoka Prefecture. Nagara. The primary meaning here is 'whilst' but Shotetsu is also 

weaving into the poem the celebrated placename Nagaranoyama (nagara no miyama ), Mt. 

Nagara, situated behind Miidera Temple, 'Otsu, in present-day Shiga Prefecture. In addition 

Shotetsu may be making a wittily-veiled reference to Miidera Temple (Onjoji)240 itself, the chief 

temple of the Tendai Jimon sub-sect, whose Buddhist 'mountain' appellation was 'Nagara'. Shotetsu 

was very friendly with some of Miidera's clergy and from 1447 attended poetry gatherings there. 

This may have been a private joke thrown in for their benefit. 241 Also, nagara suggests the verb 

nagarau ('to live long') which brings an appropriately auspicious note to this celebratory occasion. 

Miyama. 'Revered mountain.' In this context it is likely to be Mt. Hiei towering to the north-east 

of Kyoto between Kyoto and Shiga Prefectures, the site of the powerful Enryaku-ji temple 

complex, the head temple in the Tendai sect of Buddhism. Miyama also auspiciously evokes Mt. 

Fuji, the revered and sacred mountain which forms a backdrop to the other Mio in Iohara, Shizuoka 

Prefecture. Moru. A pun is intended here on moru 'to watch over' and moru 'to leak' thus 

creating a semantic link with the noun mi, immediately following, whose first syllable mi can 

signify mizu ('water'). The tutelary (moru) relationship between Enryaku-ji and Hie Shrine, the 

likely location of the poem, is also alluded to. Mio. Best known as a placename in Shimizu city, 

239 To be found only in Shotetsu Monogatari. 
240 Established in 686. 

241 Inada, Shotetsu no Kenkyu, p.120. 
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present-day Shizuoka Prefecture, at the tip of the Miho Peninsula. It is the location of Miho no 

Matsubara, a spectacular sandspit with white sands and green pine trees set against the backdrop of 

Mt. Fuji, which had featured frequently in poetry since Manyoshu times. Miho no Matsubara was 

also famed as the home of the Hagoromo pine where the Heavenly Maiden is said to have left her 

feather robe. It provides the setting for Zeami's No drama Hagoromo (The Feathered Robe). In the 

midst of the pine trees stands the ancient Miho Shrine where an alleged piece of the feathered robe 

is enshrined. In this poem, however, Shotetsu specifically points out that it is a different Mio near 

a different revered mountain. This was probably the old post-town (eki) Mio located on the major 

transportation route to the Japan Sea coast from Kyoto which followed the western shores of Lake 

Biwa, in the same locality as the Hie Shrine and Mt. Hiei. It is a placename of some obscurity, but 

Shotetsu knew this area very well. Kamimatsu. An ancient and sacred pine tree often found in 

shrine precincts and deeply venerated. The explicit sanctity of the pinetree in this poem confirms 

the positive overtones acquired by 'pine' in preceding poems. The shrine where the pine is located 

is not identified but if the revered mountain (miyama) is interpreted as Mt. Hiei and there is a 

tutelary role involved, it is likely to be the Hie Shrine242 situated in Sakamoto, Otsu, at the 

eastern foot of Mt. Hiei. This shrine predates the Tendai establishment of Enryaku-ji Temple on 

Mt. Hiei but became closely affiliated with Enryaku-ji in a tutelary or guardian (moru ) capacity. 

Commentary 

As the headnote of this poem points out, this is a celebratory poem in honour of a shrine. The 

identity of the shrine is not overtly stated but the content of the poem would indicate to readers 

that it was the Hie Shrine on the shores of Lake Biwa. The nature of the celebration is not 

divulged. It was perhaps a special servicc, or the completion of some building project. 

The conception underlying the poem is straightforward: the location is Mio, not the more famous 

Mio which provides a setting of pines against which to view Mt Fuji, but Mio at the foot of Mt 

Hiei. Yet here too the elements generally associated with the other Mio gather together: a revered 

mountain, a shrine, a sacred pine, a bay (on Lake Biwa), not to mention the same placename Mio. 

Here too one can see and hear the wind from the bay blowing through the branches of the ancient 

242 Known in the pre-Muromachi period as Hiesha, but today known as Hiyoshi Taisha. Adolphson, The Gates 
of Power: Monks, Courtiers, and Warriors in Pre-modern Japan, p.xvi. 
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pine and easily imagine one is at the other Mio. The invocation of the other Mio in Iohara with its 

Miho Shrine may be linked with the celebratory purpose of this poem, as if praying that the 

ancient and powerful spirituality of the Miho Shrine and its Hagoromo legend associations might 

transferred to the Hie Shrine. 

Despite the simplicity of its conception, in its execution this poem is one of Shotetsu's most cryptic 

compositions, riddlelike and even suggestive of koan (Zen conundrums) in its enigmatic 

description of Mio, with hidden clues which eventually suggest its location and thus the site of the 

sacred pine. 

It can be argued that this poem also makes a contribution to the metaphysical debate on the 

relationship between reality and illusion, or the powerful effects of affirmation through denial. This 

poem so vividly evokes, then denies the famous Mio with the sea breeze wafting through the pines, 

that one experiences a disturbing sensation of being simultaneously present at an illusory place 

and absent at an actual place. Which Mio is in fact more real, the Mio of the imagination, or the 

Mio of the actual occasion at the Hie shrine? This speculative dimension of this poem should not 

be underestimated. 

Poem Forty-Eight [2: 102] 

Admiring Flowers: 

Hitoeda no 

Hana no ira ka 0 

Kazasu yue 

Itodo yatsururu 

OJ no sode kana 

With this fragrant spray of brilliant blossoms 

I adorn my head; 

Alas this old man's shabby sleeves 

Look even more 
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Worn-out! 

Kazasu. The wearing of flowers or greenery, latterly artificial, in one's hair or head gear. A 

primitive magic is reflected in this practice: a transference of the vitality of the plant to the wearer 

was believed to take place, leading to rejuvenation and revigoration. Yatsururu. The gaunt, worn 

and haggard physical appearance of the poet, and the shabby, wretched state of his attire. Oi no 

sode. Literally, the 'sleeves of old age' but also the image 'sleeve' functions as a synecdoche for the 

total attire and physical appearance of the poet. 

Commentary 

Shotetsu relates here with wry humour his own experience. Perversely, the sprig of blossom he 

has held up to his head seems to lack completely the magical qualities of rejuvenation that he had 

sought. Ironically, the brilliance of the blossom merely accentuates the shabbiness of his own 

appearance and the haggardness of his ageing face. In the commentary immediately following this 

poem, Shotetsu makes the insightful comment that 'wretched clothing worn in the snow appears 

even more wretched', inferring that snow and blossom possess analogous properties. 

Thus, on a serious aesthetic level, this poem also undertakes an exploration of the contradictions 

and negative qualities lying within the phenomenon of beauty itself (the blossoms) and the way in 

which something beautiful can ironically make something unattractive (himself) look even uglier. 

Shotetsu seems to be making a comment yet again on the inherent ambivalence and contradictions 

inherent in all phenomena. 
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CONCLUSION 

In our Introduction, we outlined the paradox which we detected between the highly aesthetic nature 

of Shotetsu's poetry and the environment in which it was conceived, between the exquisite 'voice' 

of Shotetsu's poetry and the 'violent age' which produced it. We now must return to this problem in 

the light of the detailed material of the preceding chapters, and seek to identify in what way, if any, 

Shotetsu's poetry can be reconciled with its context. 

In terms of the 'violent' environment, it would be difficult indeed to deny that the years of 

Shotetsu's poetic activity from about 1390 until the composition of Shotetsu Monogatari in about 

1448 were years of accelerating political and social turmoil punctuated with increasing frequency 

by rebellions spearheaded by ambitious rival chieftains challenging the Ashikaga hegemony, and 

by civil revolts triggered by diverse, mostly civilian elements who were under extreme financial 

duresse. These events have been described in Chapter Two. As might be expected, acts of 

horrendous violence accompanied such incidents, the best-documented of which is probably the 

treacherous assassination of Ashikaga Yoshinori by his vassal Akamatsu Mitsusuke in 1441. 

Massive assaults on property also occurred, including the destruction by arson of the Kitano Shrine 

in 1426 and the 'malt incident' of 1444 in which the western half of Kyoto was almost completely 

reduced to ashes. The violence eventually reached its nadir some years after Shotetsu's death with 

the catastrophic 'Gnin War when the capital served as a battlefield for an entire decade, resulting in 

the destruction of most of the interior of the city and a dramatic decline in population to about 

40,000. 1 These were also years of natural disasters, flooding, famine and pestilence. 

From the point of view of the 'voice', the preceding translation of Shotetsu's poetry demonstrates 

the extent of the gulf which exists between the generally unpalatable, chaotic and brutal reality of 

the world in which he wrote, and his poetry. We have noted how, in the final analysis, Shotetsu's 

poetry is a conscious invocation of the poetic aesthetic of the past, and the visions of beauty 

cherished by the court aristocracy. It is a tribute to the ancient waka tradition, and an attempt to 

resurrect its glory .We should not expect to find, and indeed do not find, direct comments in 

Shotetsu's poetry on prosaic aspects ofreality such as politics, economics, military affairs, even if 

1 Hall and Mass, Medieval Japan: Essays in Institutional History, p.30. 
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on occasion we are tempted by our knowledge of the background to suggest some allegory may be 

intended. The waka was simply not the vehicle for this sort of expression. The place to make this 

sort of comment was in diaries, essays and, in extreme situations, publicly displayed lampoons. 

It is true that this aesthetic detachment from 'reality' is difficult to comprehend, in view of the fact 

that Shotetsu was evidently deeply involved in the 'real' world, enjoying a lifetime's association 

with members of the great feudal families, including the Hosokawa, the Yamana, the Hatakeyama, 

the Akamatsu, the Isshiki, and eventually forging close links with the protagonists in the unfolding 

violence of the Onin War, namely Hosokawa Katsumoto, Yamana Sozen, and the young shogun 

Yoshimasa himself. For these reasons, it is inconceivable that Shotetsu was unaware of the 

vicissitudes of his era and the intrigues taking place around him. We know, moreover, that 

Shotetsu's own home was destroyed by fire on at least three occasions, probably from the spreading 

flames of incendiary attacks on nearby institutions. The worst of these disasters occurred in 1432 at 

Imakumano. Likewise ShOtetsu was himself victimized by shogun Yoshinori, for reasons still not 

entirely clear, resulting in several years of exile, the confiscation of his hereditary property and the 

public humiliation of being pointedly excluded from the only imperial anthology compiled during 

his lifetime. These severe setbacks have been discussed in Chapter One. Nonetheless, Shotetsu's 

poetry is stoically silent about these tragedies. For Shotetsu, poetry was a place of refuge, solace 

and beauty from which these personal sufferings should be excluded. 

However, it would be a fallacy to conclude from the above comments that Shotetsu's poetry 

achieves total detachment from the real world, however overwhelming this impression may be and 

however strong may have been Shotetsu's intent. On the contrary, as we have already glimpsed, 

there are a number of ways in which his poetry is very closely tied to his environment, some subtle, 

and some quite overt. 

The first point of contact must surely relate to the theory that 'aesthetic values and ideas of beauty 

are themselves historical constructs' .2 Shotetsu's sense of beauty did not emerge in a vacuum: it 

was a result of the interaction between his own innate sensibility and receptiveness and the pre-

existent aesthetic tradition which he encountered in his immediate environment which had itself 

matured over the centuries subject to many different and complex influences. Even the aesthetic 

2 Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, p.4. 
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detachment of waka poetry to which Shotetsu conformed was a time-honoured socially-prescribed 

convention. 

Another deeply significant link between Shotetsu's contemporary reality and his poetry can be 

found in the phenomenon of Shotetsu himself, a commoner-monk issuing from the provincial 

military aristocracy, patronized by the new warrior leadership and composing aristocratic waka 

poetry. Shotetsu's poetic activity per se must be seen as a product and symbol of the immense 

social and political changes that were taking place in his day, the potential for social mobility 

regardless of original status and the usurpation of aristocratic tradition by the military. 

Conversely, the underlying conservatism and retrospection of Shotetsu's poetry, which determined 

that his art should be modelled on Teika's aestheticism and the ancient waka tradition, can be 

understood as a reaction to the violent flux which he was witnessing around him and from which 

he himself both prospered and suffered. It is the protesting 'voice' of conservatism and nostalgia in 

a rapidly changing world signalling the depth of his insecurity and yearning for old and reassuring 

forms. By the same token, the strand of innovation which runs parallel to the conservatism of his 

poetry shows that Shotetsu could not in the end resist the powerful, all-pervasive momentum of 

change which was sending its shockwaves throughout Muromachi Japan. In his poetry, the spirit of 

change transformed itself into his urge to innovate and achieve originality in his poetic expression 

mindful all the while of the limitations of tradition. 

Even the artificiality and escapism of Shotetsu' s poetic world was not diametrically opposed to the 

real world. On the contrary, as we have seen in Chapter Two, the pursuit of solace in artificial 

worlds could be called a popular leisure activity of the ruling classes in the Kitayama period, 

symbolised above all by Kinkakuji (the Golden Pavilion) on the Kitayama estate and the cultural 

and artistic activities that took place there. Escape into an artificial world of beauty provided 

essential respite from the brutality of war-mongering and power politics, and Shotetsu's poetry was 

an integral part of the same movement. 

Likewise, the preoccupation with the nature and evocation of ultimate beauty which underlies 

Shotetsu's poetic experimentation, finds its parallel in Kitayama culture where the influx of lUXury 

fine arts from Ming China and the need to discriminate between good and bad (or valuable and 

worthless) are said to have precipitated precisely the same desire to understand and analyse the 
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essence of beauty. While others engaged in the connoisseurship of ceramics, ink paintings, and 

even the performing arts, Shotetsu embarked on a quest to discover the nature of true beauty in his 

poetry. His discourses on yugen reveal some of his epiphanies. 

The exchange between Shotetsu's poetry and its environment by no means ends here. The outside 

world penetrates deeply into many of his poems in their very subject matter and contents, for 

example in their portrayal of contemporary customs and practices, whether these relate to shrine 

and temple ritual, seasonal costume-changing, animistic agricultural rites, magic, monkly 

pilgrimages or courtship and love-making. But, most pervasively of all, we argue that the exchange 

lies hidden in the deep texture of his poetry, in the imprecise area of the reverberations and 

associations of his imagery and its latent symbolism. The definition of images as 'introjections of 

external forms' 3 seems particularly relevant to this discussion. 

Thus we can see the contemporary world mirrored in the images we especially noted in our 

overview of Shotetsu's poetry at the beginning of Chapter Three and to which we returned in our 

translation and commentary. We refer especially to its imagery of fragility and vulnerability such 

as 'thin ice' (10), 'snow-ladder' (3) or sand scooped up by the breeze (23); imagery of 

ephemerality and mortality such as the 'moonflower' (8) , 'cicada' (4), 'autumn leaves' (4); 

imagery of mutability such as the 'moon in water' (30) and 'moving waters' (41). Similarly we can 

find external origins for the undercurrent imagery of violence, turbulence, chaos and disorder 

which threatens Shotetsu's fragile poetic world, for example, the violent and destructive autumn 

wind 'scattering tears' and 'piercing' pitiful bodies (Poems 5, 13 and 20) or Poem 38 which is, in 

blunt terms, the description of the rape of one's best friend's wife. Other poems carry veiled and 

sinister suggestions of sterility and deathliness, for example, Poem 9 with its bough-snapped trees 

on the bleak snow-covered slopes, Poem 10 with its icily congealed skies where the marshbirds 

cannot nest, or Poem 32 with its stark depiction of the winter-withered heath. Even the duality 

expressed by the ambivalent, often contradictory connotations of certain images or symbols, for 

example hototogisu ('cuckoo') or aki no yugure ('autumn dusk'), finds a prosaic counterpart in 

Shotetsu's real world of political intrigue, double-dealing and betrayal. All can be seen as 

distillations through Shotetsu's aesthetic sensibility of disturbing qualities which he observed and 

at times personally experienced in the events of the real world. 

3 Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, p. 6. 
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There is, however, one further and even more important way in which we can read the 

environment into the deep texture of Shotetsu' s poetry, referring to a different dimension of reality 

which was perhaps even more real and immediate to Sh5tetsu than the concrete world, and formed 

a more conscious part of his poetic. This is his spiritual environment, the set of beliefs which he 

carried about in his head and his heart, which as we have seen were Buddhist-based and centred on 

the principle of muja, the ephemerality, impermanence and instability of all phenomena which 

underlies and explains all suffering. His poems in one way or another all allude to this principle; if 

at the same time we can find in his poems 'introjections' of the actual contemporary social and 

historical world, this is simply because human society is subject to and affected by the same 

cosmic laws. Images, we noted above, are 'introjections of external forms', but this is just half of 

the quotation, which goes on to describe images as 'direct intuitions of spiritual forms'. 4 

Shotetsu's poetry provides a fine example of this relationship. Perhaps the ultimate revelation of 

the osmosis between Shotetsu's spiritual environment and his poetry can be found in his highly 

transcendental interpetation ofyugen, the aesthetic and spiritual core of his poetic. We suggest that, 

in the final analysis, it is this spiritual and metaphysical sub-text of Shotetsu' s poetry which 

provides us with our most irrefutable and powerful evidence of its contextuality, if we remember to 

include Shotetsu's contemporary spiritual world into our understanding of 'context'. 

Afterword: Directions For Future Research 

As we pointed out in the Introduction, studies relating to Shotetsu in the West are not numerous, 

and many directions invite further research. Areas which particularly present themselves as logical 

developments from this study include a comparative study of Shotetsu and Teika's poetry, specific 

analysis of the Reizei influence in Shotetsu's poetry, or a study of further samples of Shotetsu's 

poetry such as Shatetsu Senshu (the collection of one thousand topically-classified poems by 

Shotetsu, compiled by Ichijo Kanera), sequences such as Shatetsu Eisa or Tsukikusa, or specific 

volumes of his monumental work SOkonshu with special attention to their imagistic texture and 

image frequency, to find if these works confirm or refute tendencies which we claim have been 

shown by the poetry of Shotetsu Monogatari. In addition, from the biographical and socio­

historical point-of-view, it would be rewarding to take a closer look at the volumes of SOkonshu 

4 Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, p. 6. 
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which are accompanied by diary-like headnotes, and also contemporary journals such as Kanmon 

Gyoki or Hekizan Nichiroku. Finally, a translation and appraisal of Shotetsu's travelogue 

Nagusamegusa (,Grasses of Consolation') is long overdue. 
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Appendix One. Kanji transcription of appellations used by Shotetsu. 

Masakiyo iE1~ 

Nobukiyo {j§1~ 

Seigan ¥~j@. or ¥~!6 

Shogetsu-an f~J=J tt~ or :filA ~ 

Shotetsu lE1t~ 

Sonmyo-maru ~~:n or ~aJl:n 

Tesshoki 1{f{ifj§2 
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Appendix Two. First pages and postscript from the Shokokan manuscript of Shotetsu Monogatari, 

which is one of the earliest extant manuscripts of Shotetsu Monogatari and belongs to the lineage 

of the TO no Sosan manuscript. (Photocopy obtained courtesy of Kokubungaku Kenkyu Shiryokan, 

Tokyo.) 
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Appendix Three. Preface and postscript from the Kansei 2 (1790) woodblock print edition of 

Shotetsu Monogatari from the collection of Chuo University Library. The final page indicates the 

Shorin bookshop with outlets in Edo, Kyoto, Osaka and Sakai where this work could be purchased. 

It must have had some commercial viability at this time. (Photocopy obtained courtesy of 

Kokubungaku Shiry'5kan, Tokyo.) 
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Appendix Four. Japanese script version of Shotetsu's poetry in Shotetsu Monogatari . 
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