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Abstract 

Envisioning Lady Ise: Poetic Persona, Performance, and Multiple Authorship in Classical 

Japanese Poetry 

Nhat-Phuong Ngo-Vu 

 

 In classical Japanese poetry (waka), one often equates the poetic persona with the 

historical poet, perhaps in part due to the fact that waka was very often used for communicative 

purposes as elevated dialogue. This dissertation deconstructs such a notion of the poetic persona 

to reveal the various factors that work in tandem to create a textual persona that is in fact rarely a 

straightforward representation of the poetic author. I show that the poetic persona is the 

contested ground upon which different actors lay their claims, that waka is a highly performative 

genre, and that the poet was almost always performing a specific role in front of an audience. As 

such, the expectations of that audience become a major factor in the “self-portrayal” of the poet, 

where expressions of emotions, sensations, and ideas are manifested through a complex layering 

of tropes and conventions that depend on audience expectations (as well as the poet’s own 

assumption of what these expectations may be). To further complicate matters, the transmission 

of waka poetry to a wider audience frequently involves the work of compilers of poetry 

collections, scribes, as well as commentators. 



 

 

 To unpack these various factors, I focus on the private poetry collection of the female 

poet Ise (c. 875 – c. 938), who was well-respected among her early Heian contemporaries. Very 

little information is known about Ise, so traditionally, her private poetry collection, the Ise shū 

(Ise Collection), has been used as the primary source of information on this elusive poet. 

However, as I demonstrate, Ise did not have full control over the construction of her poetic 

persona; on the one hand, she was often responding to what her audience expected of her, and on 

the other hand, the Ise shū as we have it today is most likely the work of a compiler who had 

other motives. Thus, this repository of Ise’s poetry serves not only as an important representation 

of how Ise’s persona was constructed by both Ise herself and the compiler of her poetry 

collection, but also as a case study in waka textuality and manuscript culture. In doing so, I 

highlight the performative and participatory nature of waka—two important characteristics that 

exemplify the unique qualities of the poetic genre that is waka. 

 This dissertation is organized along two major axes: synchronous and diachronous. Along 

the synchronous axis, I show how the poet was constantly responding to the expectations of her 

contemporary audience, both in poetic exchanges, which has a clearly designated audience and 

specific conventions, and solo compositions, which is often regarded as a freer venue of 

expression with fewer restrictions. As I argue, the act of composing poetry is inherently 

performative and more often than not, the poetic persona is an amalgamation of well-established 

roles within the tradition of waka, catering to what the audience desired of her. Along the 

diachronous axis, I look at the role of compilers, scribes, and commentators in further 

constructing the poetic persona through the use of paratexts, including the headnotes to poems 

explaining their circumstances of composition, the arrangement of poems in a specific sequence, 

and the framing of a poem. A comparison with other works of various genres shows that there 



 

 

was a great deal of experimentation with the process in which prose headnotes were combined 

with poetry to create narratives and construct characters. Finally, this dissertation compares 

various iterations of the same Ise poems in different collections to demonstrate the degree to 

which the interpretation of a poem and, by extension, the perception of the poetic persona 

depends on the intermediary roles of the compilers, scribes, and commentators of poetry 

collections. In short, I show that the poetic persona is the joint product of the multiple authors 

who work within the performative and participatory milieu of waka. 

 The appendix contains the first full translation in English of the Ise shū, with close to five 

hundred poems.
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Introduction 

 In the very opening of the iconic Kana Preface to the Kokin wakashū 古今和歌集 

(Collection of Ancient and Modern Poems, c. 905-914, hereafter the Kokinshū), Ki no Tsurayuki 

紀貫之 (d. c. 945) famously declared: “The songs of Japan take the human heart as their seed 

and flourish as myriad leaves of words. As long as they are alive to this world, the cares and 

deeds of men and women are endless, so they speak of things they hear and see, giving words to 

the feelings in their hearts.”1 While this conception of classical Japanese poetry (waka 和歌) as 

an unfiltered, unadulterated expression of the heart is now regarded with a great degree of 

skepticism, the lure of reading waka autobiographically, i.e. equating the poetic persona in waka 

with the poet, still remains strong to this day. This dissertation deconstructs the notion of the 

poetic persona in waka to reveal the various factors that work in tandem to create this textual 

representation of the poet, showing how this persona is rarely ever a straightforward portrayal of 

the poetic author. If anything, the poetic persona is the contested ground upon which different 

actors lay their claims, and there is a need to distinguish between the historical author and the 

“authorial” persona that emerges from the poetry.  

As I will show, waka is a highly performative genre, where the poet is almost always 

performing for an audience, and it is the expectations of this audience (as well as the conventions 

of the genre, which, one may argue, is the audience’s expectations in another form) that shape 

the poet’s performance to a large degree. In composing waka, the poet was more often than not 

                                                 
1 Translated by Lewis Cook, in Traditional Japanese Literature: An Anthology, Beginnings to 1600, ed. Haruo 

Shirane (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 148-149. The Japanese reads: “やまとうたは、人の心を

種として、万の言の葉とぞなれりける。世の中にある人、ことわざ繁きものなれば、心に思ふことを、

見るもの聞くものにつけて、言ひ出せるなり.” From Ozawa Masao and Matsuda Shigeho, eds., Shinpen Nihon 

koten bungaku zenshū, vol. 11, Kokin wakashū (Tokyo: Shōgakkan, 1994), 17. 
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taking on an established role—one that was usually a staple in the realm of waka, sometimes to 

the point that when encountering these poems, the reader can immediately identify which role 

the poetic persona is performing. Furthermore, the poet and his audience are not the only 

relevant parties, as the production and consumption of waka poetry also involves many other 

players, such as the compilers/editors of poetry collections, whose job was to archive and edit the 

poetry of the individual poets, the scribes who manually copied the texts in a manuscript culture, 

the commentators who annotated words and passages that require extra knowledge, and also the 

eventual reader of these poetry collections, who may be far removed from the original poet, but 

who nonetheless plays a key role in the consumption and transmission of a poem. As I will 

demonstrate, all of these entities are involved, in one way or another, in the production and 

consumption of the poetry, and one must consider their roles to understand the textuality and 

culture of waka. 

Indeed, one can even say that the author of a waka poem is not just the single poet who 

produced that poem, but also the poetic compilers, scribes, commentators, and to a certain extent, 

the audience. (One could perhaps even argue that earlier poets who had a hand in establishing the 

conventions of waka also play authorial roles.) In other words, the notion of authorship in waka 

is multiple and pluralistic. Furthermore, the text of waka is also a multiplicity: there is almost no 

poem that exists in a “pure” or original form—most waka is found in one collection or another, 

copied over and over again by the hands of scribes, and, in the case of particularly challenging 

poems, annotated by commentators. Each iteration of a poem thus produces a new text, a variant 

that could be quite similar to, yet completely separate from the “original.” It is this multiplicity 

of the author and the text that this dissertation explores. 
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The Poetic Persona in Classical Japanese Poetry 

In any discussion of the poetry by a particular poet, one is bound to see biographical 

information, which is used as a clue or framework to interpret poems that may prove to be 

enigmas. Take the following famous poem by the medieval poet Saigyō 西行 (1118-1190): 

 negawaku wa    If I may, 

 hana no shita nite   I wish to die in spring 

 haru shinan    under the blossoms, 

 sono kisaragi no   around that time of the full moon 

 mochizuki no koro   in the Second Month. 

 

 願はくは花の下にて春死なんそのきさらぎの望月の頃 

 

(Sankashū – Poem no. 77)2 

 

The poem expresses the poetic persona’s desire to die under very specific conditions: under the 

spring blossoms on the fifteenth day of the Second Month (in the lunar calendar). At first glance, 

the poem may appear rather bizarre and morbid, but it makes a lot more sense when one takes 

into account Saigyō’s biography. Someone who is familiar with Saigyō’s poetry would know of 

his love for the cherry blossoms and his devotion to the Buddhist path—two facets of Saigyō’s 

personality that were sometimes at odds with each other, given the Buddhist emphasis on 

severing the self from worldly attachments. Such a reader would thus be able to make the 

following assumption: Saigyō’s wish to pass from this world on the very same day as the Buddha 

and under the cherry blossoms that he so loved would unite once and for all his two great loves.3 

 On the other hand, the analysis of an author’s poetic output (coupled with any other 

writing that may allow for an autobiographical reading) is sometimes thought to provide a 

                                                 
2 Kubota Jun and Yoshino Tomomi, eds., Saigyō zenkashū (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2013), 20. All translations are 

mine unless otherwise specified. 

 
3 An informed reader may also further note that Saigyō ended up passing on the sixteenth day of the Second Month, 

a mere one day after the date he wished for in this poem. 
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glimpse into the life of a poet who is otherwise enshrouded in mystery. This is especially true for 

female writers of the Heian period (794-1185) and, to a certain extent, even the medieval period 

(1185-1600). Unlike their male counterparts, these writers were so rarely mentioned in official 

histories that even their real names (if such names existed) were lost to the passage of time. For 

authors such as Michitsuna’s Mother 道綱母 (c. 936 – 995), Murasaki Shikibu 紫式部 (c. 978 – 

c. 1014), Sei Shōnagon 清少納言 (c. 966 – c. 1025), and Izumi Shikibu 和泉式部 (b. 976?), 

their semi-autobiographical writings—the Kagerō nikki 蜻蛉日記 (The Gossamer Diary, c. 974), 

Murasaki Shikibu nikki 紫式部日記 (The Murasaki Shikibu Diary, c. 1008 – 1010), Makura no 

sōshi 枕草子 (The Pillow Book, 1001), and Izumi Shikibu nikki 和泉式部日記 (The Izumi 

Shikibu Diary, 1002 – 1003)—are the only means by which one may hope to gain a better 

understanding of these female writers and poets. 

 The figure of the author in premodern Japanese literature is usually not completely 

divorced from his or her textual persona, but nevertheless, this relationship is highly 

complicated. Even in waka, where an autobiographical reading is the default mode of 

interpretation, there is a degree of separation between the two. One reason is that waka was, by 

and large, a performative genre. The poet was almost always performing for an audience who 

had specific expectations as to what a proper performance should entail—in other words, they 

had specific “horizon of expectations,” to borrow the term from Hans Robert Jauss.4 This may be 

an immediate audience, i.e. those who were present at the occasion of poetry composition, or it 

may be an indirect audience, i.e. those who only had second-hand access to the poetry, be it 

word-of-mouth or poetry compilations. Thus, what may be considered the poet’s self-portrayal 

                                                 
4 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception. Trans. Timothy Bahti, intro Paul de Man. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1982. 
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through his or her own poetry may be variations on a set of established roles that the poet chose 

to enact. One could in fact argue that the poetic persona in waka is a product of both the poet and 

her audience: the contemporary audience prescribes the parameters of expectations (which 

include both the “passive” expectations of the genre conventions and the “active” expectations of 

the immediate audience), and the poet’s job is to meet and, indeed, exceed those expectations. 

 Michel Foucault’s conception of the “author function” may be especially relevant in the 

case of classical Japanese poetry. In his instrumental 1969 essay, Foucault poses a seemingly 

rhetorical question: “What is an author?”, thereby deconstructing the notion of the “author” as 

something concrete and well-established. As Foucault explains, the “author” is in fact not 

something that has always existed; rather, it is a somewhat modern conception that arose out of a 

need of the legal system for there to be a definite entity to which the responsibilities associated 

with the production and circulation of a text could be attached. Foucault introduces the concept 

of the “author function” as a principle governing the categorization of texts, something created 

by certain texts (as opposed to the conventional notion of the author in our times as the creator of 

the text). As long as the text exists, there needs to be some entity that fulfills the role of its 

“author function” and is accountable for it. 5 Foucault’s proclamation of the modern conception 

of the “author” is not without its critics; for example, Roger Chartier has pointed out that even in 

pre-modern times, this “author function” has existed as a means for the categorization of texts 

                                                 
5 Michel Foucault, “What Is an Author?”, in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, 

ed. Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 

1977), 113-138. See also Haruo Shirane and Tomi Suzuki, “Hajime ni: ‘Sakusha’ o saikō suru koto, sakushasei 

kenkyū no kanōsei,” in “Sakusha” to wa nani ka: keishō, sen’yū, kyōdōsei, eds. Haruo Shirane, Tomi Suzuki, 

Komine Kazuaki, Toeda Hirokazu (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2021), v-x, for a discussion of the notion of the author 

in relation to Japanese literature. 
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and construction of authorial images, and the 18th century developments that Foucault was keen 

on exploring were not a sudden occurrence, but rather part of a historical process.6 

Indeed, in the case of Japanese literature, waka is one of the few genres of premodern 

Japanese literature where the notion of the “author” is relatively well-defined (with poetry 

collections such as imperial waka anthologies [chokusenshū 勅撰集] oftentimes noting the 

names of the poets when this information is available), but at the same time, very little is actually 

known about these “authors.” Much of what one knows about these poets usually comes from the 

poems themselves, resulting in a kind of self-perpetuating myth about the elusive figures of the 

poets. Thus, rather than treating these authors as historical figures to whom one may attach 

concrete biographies and histories, it may be more productive to instead consider the author as a 

function of the writing itself and study the discourse surrounding that author function. 

 This matter is further complicated by the fact that the poets and their audience are not the 

only determining factors when it comes to how the author-image is produced and perceived. One 

major component that is often overlooked in these discussions is the role of the compilers of 

poetry collections, who sometimes remain unidentifiable, yet their impact on shaping the 

reader’s perception is major. This is due to the fact that waka is an extremely concise form of 

poetry, with each poem consisting of only thirty-one syllables, and more often than not, one has 

to rely on paratextual information, such as that provided in the headnote (kotobagaki 詞書) to a 

poem, in order to parse its meaning. 7 And to a lesser extent, the position of a particular poem in 

a poetic sequence or a larger text may also affect the understanding of its meaning. Thus, the 

                                                 
6 See Roger Chartier, The Order of Books: Readers, Authors, and Libraries in Europe between the Fourteenth and 

Eighteenth Centuries, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1994). 

 
7 I use the term “paratext” to refer to any materials not provided by the “author.” With regard to poetry collections, it 

is often the case that the poet is not the compiler of his or her own poetic anthology, and the actual compiler of the 

collection is usually the one who provides the headnotes to the poems. 



7 

 

compilers who made decisions about the order of the poems, as well as supplied the headnotes to 

the poems, held a key mediating position in the interpretation of these poems. In some cases, 

these compilers may even actively shape the image of the author with a specific agenda in mind. 

 The scribes of poetry collections are also influential in mediating the reader’s experience. 

In premodern Japanese literature, where the only mode of transmission was through manual 

copying of texts, it is no exaggeration to say that none of the texts remaining today would exist 

without the work of scribes.8 In an ideal situation, the scribe would copy the texts faithfully, but 

sometimes, mistakes do occur, and a single character could be all that it takes to alter the 

meaning of a poem. Of course, there are also situations where the scribe may deliberately alter a 

text. Whether intentional or not, variants of the same text are proof that transcribing is not a 

perfect replication process. Each variation that is introduced paints a slightly different version of 

the author.9 

 While not having as active a role in changing the physical text, commentators also play a 

part in shaping the reader’s experience. This is especially true for difficult texts where the 

average reader may not be equipped with the knowledge to immediately understand everything 

that is written. The understanding of such a reader would heavily depend on the information 

provided by the commentators. As the temporal gap between the reader and the original authors 

grows, it also becomes harder for the reader to interpret the texts on their own, and the role of 

commentators becomes even more important. Most present-day readers need to rely on 

                                                 
8 In fact, even with scribes making various copies of the texts, without a robust enough system of transmission, 

further transcription, and preservation, texts can still be lost with time. A prime example of this phenomenon is the 

many Heian-period court romances (tsukuri-monogatari 作り物語) that have now been lost, and their existence can 

only be confirmed by mentions in other texts. See, for example, Royall Tyler, The Disaster of the Third Princess: 

Essays on The Tale of Genji (Canberra, A.C.T.: ANU Press, 2009), 187-188. 

 
9 The Ise shū is one ready example of this phenomenon. See Chapter One (“Lady Ise: A Brief Biography”) for an 

overview of the textual variants of the Ise shū text. 
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commentators and annotators to understand works of premodern Japanese literature. This 

dissertation is indebted to the work of such scholars. Nevertheless, commentators are not without 

personal preferences, and annotations made by a past commentator/scribe may be incorporated 

into a new version of the text by a new scribe, as probably happened at the beginning of the Ise 

shū.10 

 Last but not least, not only the primary audience have the power to influence the poet’s 

creative decisions, even the secondary audience, as readers of poetry collections, may also be 

considered participants in the performance of waka, because in consuming the poetic text, the 

reader must necessarily form his or her own interpretation of the poem and perception of the 

poetic persona. One could represent all of these different actors in the production and 

consumption of waka performance in the following diagram: 

 

Figure 1: Directions of influence in the production and consumption of waka 

performance. 

                                                 
10 Indeed, this is one theory for why there are two versions of the beginning of the Ise shū. See Chapter Four (“The 

Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”) for a fuller discussion. 
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As this diagram indicates, waka is a highly participatory literary form where the poetic persona is 

the joint product of not only the poet but also the primary audience, the compilers, scribes, 

commentators, and finally the secondary audience. The combined actions of all of these different 

actors in turn produce a multiplicity of texts, each with its own history of production, 

transmission, and reception. 

Ise: An Elusive Poet with a Versatile Repertoire 

 To study the different ways in which the poetic persona is shaped—by the poet who 

produced the poem, by the primary audience with a specific horizon of expectations, by the 

compilers, scribes and commentators of poetry collections, and by the secondary audience, my 

dissertation takes as its focal point the texts associated with the figure of the early Heian female 

poet Ise 伊勢 (c. 875 – c. 938), especially her personal poetry collection, the Ise shū 伊勢集 (Ise 

Collection). Despite being a major poet of her time, not much is known about Ise’s life, and what 

little is “known” about her is mainly gained through her poetic legacy. However, through an 

analysis of various situations in which Ise’s poetry was composed, I show how the poetess was 

in fact constantly navigating through the conventions of the genres, as well as her audience’s 

expectations of her poetry. As I show, Ise was rarely—if ever—in complete control of her poetic 

persona; more often than not, she was governed by her knowledge of what a good poem was 

supposed to be, and what her audience wanted to see or hear. Furthermore, this author-image that 

is cultivated across the entirety of Ise’s poetry underwent another layer of transformation at the 

hands of the anonymous compiler of Ise’s personal poetry collection, who was responsible for 

the narrative sequencing of the poems and the accompanying headnotes that, at times, are as 

elaborate as that found in a uta-monogatari 歌物語 (“poem tale”), a prose genre. One could say 

that the figure of the author Ise who emerges from the pages of the Ise shū is not the historical 
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author but rather the protagonist of the eponymous poetry collection—someone who may have 

had some basis in reality, but who, at the end of the day, remains a fictional character. One must 

distinguish between the historical author and his or her re-creation through poetry and paratexts.  

 The first and foremost reason for selecting Ise and the Ise shū as the topic of this study is 

that Ise was one of the most skilled and prolific poets of the early Heian period, and a 

contemporary of the four compilers of the monumental Kokinshū. With 22 poems included in the 

Kokinshū, Ise is the seventh most well-represented poet in the anthology, after the four compilers 

themselves and two poets of the previous period—Sosei 素性 (c. 844-910) and Ariwara no 

Narihira 在原業平 (825-880)—who are among the “six immortals of poetry” (rokkasen 六歌仙) 

touted in the preface to the Kokinshū. Ise is also the most well-represented female poet in the 

Kokinshū, outstripping Ono no Komachi 小野小町 (c. 825 – c. 900), another one of the “six 

immortals of poetry,” who trails with 17 poems.11 Moreover, as Richard H. Okada points out, as 

many as four of Ise’s poems were chosen to be placed at the end of four books of the Kokinshū: 

Spring I, Love III, Miscellaneous II, and Long Poems—an extremely important position, along 

with the beginning of each book, suggesting that she was held in very high regard by the 

compilers of this eminent collection.12  

When it comes to the Gosen wakashū 後撰和歌集 (Later Collection of Poems, 951, 

hereafter the Gosenshū)—the second imperially commissioned anthology of waka after the 

Kokinshū, Ise has 72 poems, second only to the 81 poems by Ki no Tsurayuki, the main compiler 

                                                 
11 Shimada Ryōji suggests that one possible reason for the relative scarcity of Komachi’s poems, as well as those of 

the other “immortals of poetry” in the Kokinshū could be the result of a lack of surviving materials rather than a 

reflection of any perceived inferiority in their poetry. See Shimada Ryōji, Heian zenki shikashū no kenkyū (Tokyo: 

Ōfūsha, 1968), 7-8. 

 
12 Richard H. Okada, “An Early Figure of Resistance: Lady Ise,” in Figures of Resistance: Language, Poetry, and 

Narrating in The Tale of Genji and Other Mid-Heian Texts (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 114. 
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of the Kokinshū and one of the most noteworthy poets in the history of waka. The third most 

well-represented poet in the Gosenshū is Fujiwara no Kanesuke 藤原兼輔 (877-933) with only 

24 poems, showing that at least to the compilers of the Gosenshū, Ise was considered to be as 

iconic as Tsurayuki and a cut above the rest of the poets at the time. Furthermore, Ise was 

counted among the influential poet Fujiwara no Kintō’s 藤原公任 (966-1041)’s “Thirty-Six 

Immortals of Poetry” (sanjūrokkasen 三十六歌仙), and one of her poems was included in the 

famous poet and critic Fujiwara no Teika’s 藤原定家 (1162-1241) Ogura hyakunin isshu 小倉

百人一首 (The Ogura Collection of One Hundred Poets, One Poem Each, 12th c.). She is also 

mentioned by name twice in the Genji monogatari 源氏物語 (The Tale of Genji, early 11th c.), 

along with Tsurayuki, who is mentioned by name four times.13 

Aside from the fact that Ise was a major poet of the Heian period, another reason why the 

Ise shū is a good object of study is that Ise was a very versatile poet who frequently composed 

poetry in both public and private settings. Waka is both a literary and a social phenomenon, and 

it served a multifaceted role, both in public and private lives. On the one hand, waka was the 

main attraction in public, court-sponsored events such as poetry contests (uta-awase 歌合), while 

on the other hand, it was a key means of private communication, especially between lovers. This 

dual role was one of the main reasons why waka was such a widespread phenomenon within the 

aristocracy of Heian Japan, and it would not be an exaggeration to say that every member of that 

upper crust of Japanese society was expected to be able to compose poetry (although with 

varying degrees of success).  

                                                 
13 Okada, Figures of Resistance, 114. 
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With that being said, each type of poetry had its own conventions and stylistic 

requirements, suitable to the kind of occasion in which it functioned. Poetry for public 

enjoyment, such as poems featured in poetry contests and screen poetry (byōbu-uta 屏風歌), are 

poems that should be understandable without any knowledge of the person who composed them 

and, with the exception of situational indicators pertaining to the particular occasion in which the 

poem was composed, should be divorced from any biographical background context. Poets in 

charge of composing such poetry were sometimes referred to as “professional poets” (senmon 

kajin 専門歌人) and tended to belong to the middle-rank of the aristocracy, who were cultured 

enough to possess a good understanding of the gentle art of poetry, but who were not high-

ranking enough for whom the practice of composing poetry on demand was frowned upon.14  

At the other end of the spectrum was poetry employed in personal communication, 

especially between lovers. These poetic exchanges are referred to as zōtōka 贈答歌 (“exchanged 

poems”) and, unlike public poetry which required transparency for the ease of understanding, did 

not have any such restrictions. Personal poetic communication was meant for private use, often 

between two individuals, and as such, the poems could contain obscure references to facts that 

are known only to the individuals involved. Furthermore, as exchanged poems tended to occur in 

sequential order, a later poem would often allude to its immediate predecessor, and an 

incomplete record could prove problematic for understanding. This is one of the biggest 

challenges for scholars studying privately exchanged poetry: unlike public poetry, it was often 

                                                 
14 As noted by Joseph T. Sorensen, it is somewhat unusual for poets with an exalted social status to compose poems 

for run-of-the-mill court affairs that necessitated the composition of waka. In the case of the highly celebrated 

entrance to the Rear Palace of Fujiwara no Michinaga 藤原道長 (966-1028)’s daughter, Fujiwara no Shōshi 藤原彰

子 (988-1074), in 999, the fact that such high-ranking poets as Fujiwara no Kintō 藤原公任 (966-1041) and Retired 

Emperor Kazan 花山院 (968-1008, r. 984-986) contributed screen poetry for the celebratory screen paintings of the 

occasion is an indication of the degree of political influence that Michinaga wielded. See Joseph T. Sorensen, 

Optical Allusions: Screens, Paintings, and Poetry in Classical Japan (ca. 800-1200) (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2012), 

216. 
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the case that not all of the poems were preserved properly, which led to difficulty in 

interpretation and analysis. In any case, private poetry was the type of poetry engaged in by 

almost all members of the aristocracy, and it did not require the rigid regulations accompanying 

the more public types of poetry. 

As mentioned above, public poetry generally fell under the expertise of professional court 

poets, while private poetry was more often broadly practiced by the upper echelon of society. 

That is not to say that professional poets did not compose poetry in private, or that a non-

professional poet was not allowed to compose poetry for a public court event, but it should be 

stressed that the two types of poetry did not completely overlap, and that not every poet was 

proficient or prolific in both. Take, for example, Ki no Tsurayuki, who served as the chief 

compiler of the Kokinshū and who left behind a great legacy: his personal poetry collection, the 

Tsurayuki shū 貫之集 (Tsurayuki Collection), exceeds 900 poems, over half of which were 

poems composed for screen paintings and commissioned by the royalty and high aristocracy. 

Despite his prolificness, Tsurayuki did not leave behind a large amount of privately exchanged 

poetry, especially love poetry. This could be attributable to a less active social life rather than a 

lack of skill, but the fact remains that the Tsurayuki shū does not provide a comprehensive 

overview of waka in the early Heian period, especially with regards to the fundamental role it 

played in the daily life of a typical Heian courtier.  

It is thus remarkable that Ise was well-versed in both public and private poetry—perhaps 

due to the fact that in addition to being a lady-in-waiting, a role which undoubtedly involved a 

fair amount of interpersonal communication, Ise was also a professional poet. It should be noted 

that it was extremely rare for a woman to be a professional poet, not to mention that Ise appears 

to be the only female poet to have been commissioned to compose screen poetry. An anecdote in 
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the Konjaku monogatarishū 今昔物語集 (Tales of Times Now Past, c. 1120) recounts how Ise 

“saved the day” with her talent for composing byōbu-uta.15 The Ise shū is in fact rather peculiar 

for a personal poetry collection, as it essentially contains all the major types of waka composed 

at the time, providing a comprehensive overview of early Heian waka that is not offered by other 

sources, including imperially commissioned poetry anthologies and records of poetry contests. 

Dissertation Outline 

The first chapter gives a brief summary of Ise’s biography, as well as a general historical 

context of the period, while the rest of the chapters are devoted to exploring key issues related to 

waka as a performative and participatory genre of poetry, centering on two major axes: 

synchronous and diachronous. Chapter Two, “Performance, Audience Expectations, and Self-

Portrayal in Ise’s Exchanged Poetry,” takes up the subject of exchanged poetry or zōtōka, a 

category of waka in which two individuals engage in poetic discourse. In this chapter, I look at 

various examples of Ise’s reply poems to different individuals and examine how the conventions 

of zōtōka, coupled with the expectations of her correspondents, greatly determined Ise’s response 

in each case. Not only that, even the secondary audience, which was not the direct receiver of 

Ise’s communication but which was undoubtedly privy to the conversations, appears to have 

played a part in the poet’s creative process. Thus, even in this category of waka that functioned 

as a means of interpersonal communication, the poetic persona was by no means a 

straightforward representation of the author herself.  

In Chapter Three, “Solo Compositions: Constructing Portraits in Solitude,” which 

continues the investigation of the production and reception of the poetic persona along the 

                                                 
15 This is story number 31 in book XXIV of the Konjaku monogatarishū. The full account can be found in Mabuchi 

Kazuo, Kunisaki Fumimaro, and Inagaki Taiichi, eds., Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū, vol. 37, Konjaku 

monogatarishū (Tōkyō: Shōgakkan, 2001), 3:321-327. 
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synchronous axis, I turn the lens toward Ise’s dokueika 独詠歌, or “solo compositions,” i.e. 

poems composed without any explicit audience in mind. I demonstrate that even in this 

seemingly non-performative category of waka, the author was still acutely aware of her poetry 

being a product for consumption, and this awareness is reflected in her creative decisions with 

regard to how her persona was portrayed. Given that privacy was a rare commodity among Heian 

court society, the poet was almost always surrounded by other people who may be privy even to 

her personal murmurings and writings, and as long as there is an audience, there are expectations 

for the poet to respond to. Indeed, despite the tendency of scholars to treat dokueika as heartfelt 

expressions of the poet’s feelings that are relatively free from the constraints placed upon other, 

more rigorous categories such as zōtōka or poems from poetry contests, I argue that the very 

privateness of dokueika is performative and contributes to the paradoxical nature of this 

particular waka category: on the surface, the poems revolve around the most intimate subject 

matters, and that is precisely why they appeal to the gossip-loving Heian aristocrats.  

 In the last two chapters, I focus on the role of poetry compilers, who served as an 

important creative force in their editorial effort to preserve the poetry of other poets. Chapter 

Four, “The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: Poetry, Fiction, and Biography,” 

discusses the first thirty-three poems of the Ise shū, which form a subsection of the collection 

that has often been referred to as the “Ise nikki” 伊勢日記 (Ise Diary). I look at the extended 

headnotes of the poems featured in this section and examine the compiler’s attempt to create a 

partially fictionalized account of “Ise,” the protagonist of this semi-autobiographical poetic 

diary. As I demonstrate, this peculiar section of the collection shows great resemblance to the 

kind of narrative headnotes found in the genre of so-called “poem-tales,” and the fact that this 

technique is seen in a personal poetry collection may be considered a deliberate attempt to 
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combine the fictionality of the uta-monogatari with the assumed non-fictionality of the shikashū 

私家集 (private poetry collection). I also look at examples from other works in the uta-

monogatari and uta nikki 歌日記 (poetic diary) genres in order to highlight the similarities and 

differences between the opening section of the Ise shū and these other works, showing how these 

genre designations are in fact not always so clear-cut and may need to be treated with more 

nuances. 

Chapter Five, “The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers, Part II: The Power 

of Paratexts in Shaping Interpretation,” is an analysis of some examples where the same poems 

are featured in both the Ise shū and other collections, such as the Gosenshū and the Heichū 

monogatari 平中物語 (Tales of Heichū, mid-10th to early 11th c.), but with significant 

differences between these versions, either in the headnotes or in the relation of the poems to the 

other poems surrounding them. This analysis brings into focus the role of the compilers in 

shaping the image of the author through the use of paratextual information. By showing how the 

interpretation of the same poem can change substantially depending on how it is presented, I 

underline the important part played by the compilers in mediating the reader’s reading 

experience—in some cases distorting it to suit their own editorial intent. This ready malleability 

of waka is a byproduct of the genre’s brevity: at a mere thirty-one syllables, it is no surprise that 

not everything can be conveyed in the content of the poem itself, making it possible for 

paratextual information, including but not limited to poetic headnotes, to produce new narratives. 

As I demonstrate in this chapter, the compilers of poetry collections wield great powers with 

regard to how the figure of the poet is perceived by the reader, even when their presence is not 

always at the forefront. 
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This dissertation also includes three appendices. Appendix A gives a summary of Ise’s 

participation in poetry contests, which gives a glimpse into Ise’s role as a professional court poet. 

While this dissertation does not have the space to explore Ise’s public poetry in full detail, this 

appendix is intended to provide a preliminary step for further investigation. Appendix B expands 

upon my personal theory as to who may have been the compiler of the Ise shū. In this section, I 

discuss existing theories on the provenance of the Ise shū and introduce my own view. As this 

dissertation is concerned with the representation of the author via the use of the poetic persona, a 

process where both the historical author and the compiler(s) of the collection are involved, the 

identity of the latter is especially relevant to the discussion, and even if it is not possible to 

definitively identify this individual in the case of the Ise shū, it is nonetheless worthwhile to 

consider what the possibilities may be. In Appendix C, I provide the first full translation of the 

Ise shū into English. 
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Chapter 1: Lady Ise: A Brief Biography 

Who Is Ise? 

Little is known about Ise’s early life. The only extant record of this prolific early Heian 

poetess is found in Fujiwara no Nakazane’s 藤原仲実 (1064-1122) Kokin wakashū mokuroku 古

今和歌集目録 (Index of the Collection of Ancient and Modern Poems), which introduces Ise as 

a “daughter of Fujiwara no Tsugukage 藤原継蔭 (n.d.), Governor of Yamato Province 大和国, 

junior fifth rank upper.” Fujiwara no Morifusa’s 藤原盛房 (n.d.) Sanjūrokunin kasen den 三十

六人歌仙伝 (Biographies of the Thirty-Six Immortals of Poetry) also lists Tsugukage as Ise’s 

father. There is no record of Ise’s mother or her siblings. Neither is there any record of Ise’s birth 

and death, although her last datable poem from 938, on the occasion of the death of Princess 

Kinshi 勤子内親王 (904-938), the fifth daughter of Emperor Daigo 醍醐天皇 (885-930, r. 897-

930), does provide the evidence that Ise was at least still alive at this time.  

Like many other daughters of the provincial governor class (zuryō 受領), such as the 

famous female authors Murasaki Shikibu and Sei Shōnagon, Ise followed the common pattern of 

serving as a lady-in-waiting for a lady of more noble birth. In Ise’s case, that mistress is Fujiwara 

no Onshi/Yoshiko 藤原温子 (872-907), daughter of the powerful statesman Fujiwara no 

Mototsune 藤原基経 (836-891) and consort (later empress) to Emperor Uda. While it is not clear 

when exactly Ise began her court service, Katagiri Yōichi surmises that the timing may have 

coincided with Onshi’s court entrance in 888,1 as it is rather common for powerful politicians 

like Mototsune to equip his daughter’s entourage with educated ladies-in-waiting, who are meant 

                                                 
1 Katagiri Yōichi, Ise: koi ni iki uta ni iki (Tokyo: Shintensha, 1985), 5. 
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to help the imperial consort practice such skills as poetry composition, music, painting, or 

calligraphy—those that would help her gain the favor of the reigning emperor. As with the later 

Murasaki Shikibu and Sei Shōnagon, Ise comes from a family of scholars: her father, Tsugukage, 

was a graduate of the Daigaku-ryō 大学寮—the imperial university, and so was his father, 

Fujiwara no Iemune 藤原家宗 (817-877). Furthermore, Tsugukage’s brother, Fujiwara no 

Hirokage 藤原弘蔭 (?-904) and Hirokage’s son, Fujiwara no Shigetoki 藤原繁時 (?-943) both 

held the position of director of the imperial university (Daigaku-no-kami 大学頭).2 As such, it 

would not be surprising for Ise to have been added to Onshi’s retinue as an educational 

companion when the latter entered the Rear Palace, where she would have to compete with other 

imperial consorts, whose retinues might also have been equipped with highly educated ladies-in-

waiting like Ise. 

As with other ladies-in-waiting of the time, who often belonged to the lesser nobility (the 

so-called “provincial governor” class), Ise’s real name (if she even had one) was not recorded, 

and she came to be solely known by her “lady-in-waiting name” 女房名 (nyōbōna), which in 

turns was taken from her father’s governmental post as the Governor of Ise Province 伊勢国 at 

the time of her commencement of service at court.3 According to the Kokin wakashū mokuroku, 

Tsugukage was the Governor of Ise Province from 885 to 890 (after which he was appointed the 

Governor of Yamato Province 大和国), which means Ise most likely entered Onshi’s service 

within about two years, if not on the exact occasion of the latter’s court entrance on the sixth day 

                                                 
2 See Yamashita Michiyo, Ōchō kajin Ise (Tōkyō: Chikuma Shobō, 1990), 10-11. 

 
3 In other cases, the name may be taken from the official post held by a brother or a spouse. In yet other cases, the 

person may simply be referred to as “mother of X” or “daughter of Y.” Famous examples of these latter cases are 

Michitsuna no Haha (“mother of Michitsuna”) and Takasue no Musume 孝標女 (c. 1008 – after 1059, “daughter of 

Takasue”). 
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of the Tenth Month of 888. Onshi was seventeen at the time. The relationship between Ise and 

her mistress (as evident through the poetic exchanges between the two throughout the years) 

suggests that Onshi was most likely a few years older than Ise, which means Ise was perhaps in 

her mid-teens in 888. Furthermore, it is widely known that not too long after Ise began her 

service at court as a lady-in-waiting, she was courted by Fujiwara no Nakahira 藤原仲平 (875-

945), Onshi’s younger half-brother, who was fourteen in 888. I follow Yamashita Michiyo in 

supposing that Ise is probably the same age as Nakahira,4 which would make her year of birth 

somewhere around 875. 

Ise’s father, Fujiwara no Tsugukage, was a descendant of Fujiwara no Manatsu 藤原真夏 

(774-830) of the Northern branch of the Fujiwara clan. While Manatsu did not achieve a stellar 

political career, his younger brother, Fujiwara no Fuyutsugu 藤原冬嗣 (775-826), managed to 

follow in their father’s footsteps to become one of the most prominent statesmen of the Japanese 

court and whose legacy was continued by his descendants. Fuyutsugu’s second son, Fujiwara no 

Yoshifusa 藤原良房 (804-872), became the first non-imperial regent for an emperor and 

effectively established the Fujiwara regency that helped consolidate the political power and 

authority of the Fujiwara Northern branch. Not having a son of his own, Yoshifusa adopted his 

nephew Fujiwara no Mototsune as his own son (Mototsune was the father of Fujiwara no Onshi). 

Thus, Ise and Onshi are in fact third cousins, although the two’s social positions were vastly 

different. 

During her service at court, Ise came to be romantically involved, in one way or another, 

with several men, many of whom were powerful political figures. As recounted in the beginning 

portion of the Ise shū, shortly after entering Onshi’s service, Ise was courted by Onshi’s half-

                                                 
4 Yamashita, Ōchō kajin Ise, 54. 
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brother, Fujiwara no Nakahira.5 However, their romantic affair was cut short when Nakahira 

married the daughter of a more politically viable figure. The Ise shū does not provide any 

extended detail of the relationship, leaving much to speculation. For example, Yamashita 

Michiyo argues that it was unlikely that Nakahira’s marriage alone was the cause of the breakup, 

as it was fairly customary for male aristocrats during the Heian period to be involved in 

polygamy, and if anything, the marriage was an inevitable turn of event; thus, the falling apart 

between Ise and Nakahira might have been mostly due to Nakahira’s own fickleness, and the 

marriage was simply a catalyst.6 Based on poems exchanged between the two after the event, it 

would seem that there is a certain degree of one-sidedness to the breakup, with Ise being the one 

who was determined to put an end to things, and Nakahira trying to rekindle the relationship time 

and time again. 

It appears that Ise’s relationship with Nakahira was not exactly a secret matter. After the 

heartbreak, Ise temporarily removed herself from court service and went to live with her parents 

in Yamato Province for a while (where her father was the provincial governor at the time), and 

after some time has passed, Onshi herself initiated a poetic exchange with Ise, urging the latter to 

return to court service and gently chiding her, reminding her that she came to court to be engaged 

in court service, not in relationships with “young gentlemen,” whereupon Ise was deeply 

ashamed of herself and promptly returned to court. Nakahira’s brother, Fujiwara no Tokihira 藤

                                                 
5 Although the beginning portion of the Ise shū is known to be fictionalized to a certain extent, the affair between Ise 

and Nakahira has nonetheless been documented—in the form of exchanged poems and the prefaces explaining their 

circumstances of composition—in official sources, such as imperially commissioned anthologies of poetry. There is 

even a short anecdote in the Konjaku monogatarishū about the two’s relationship. This is story number 47 in book 

XXIV of this massive collection. The anecdote can be found in Mabuchi, Kunisaki, and Inagaki, eds., Konjaku 

monogatarishū, 3:361. 

 
6 See Yamashita, Ōchō kajin Ise, 59. 
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原時平 (871-909),7 also attempted to court Ise after her relationship with Nakahira had 

effectively ended, persuading her that it was “the way of life” for men to have a quick change of 

heart like Nakahira did, and it would be best for her to forget about past heartbreaks and move on 

to someone new. Ise steadfastly rebuked Tokihira’s advances, or at least, that is how the 

beginning portion of the Ise shū portrays the dynamic between the two. However, as can be seen 

in other poetic exchanges between Ise and Tokihira found elsewhere in the collection, it would 

seem that Tokihira’s efforts were not completely unreciprocated—at the very least, Ise seems to 

have cordially responded to Tokihira’s messages, rather than categorically dismissing them. 

Yamashita Michiyo has remarked that the portrayal of Ise’s rejection of Tokihira (as well as 

other men’s advances) may have been intended to emphasize Ise’s emotional pain after the failed 

relationship with Nakahira (such that she was unable to form any romantic attachment for a 

while, even after the relationship has ended), highlight her desire to focus completely on her 

duties as a lady-in-waiting, or foreshadow her eventual relationship with Emperor Uda, the 

husband of her mistress.8 

Ise started receiving Uda’s favor shortly after his abdication in 897 and even bore him a 

son—an event which was greatly rejoiced by Ise’s father, who was highly disappointed in Ise’s 

previous liaison with Nakahira. However, the young prince tragically passed away at a tender 

age. It should be noted that Ise’s relationship with Uda was nothing out of the norm—it was 

fairly usual for powerful aristocratic males to engage in relationships with low-ranking and 

readily available females, such as their wives’ ladies-in-waiting, and Uda was no exception. 

                                                 
7 Tokihira was a powerful political figure in Uda’s court. He was chiefly responsible for the banishment of 

Sugawara no Michizane 菅原道真 (845-903), a major political opponent, to Dazaifu 太宰府. Michizane passed 

away soon after his exile and was posthumously revered as the deity of scholarship. 

 
8 Yamashita, Ōchō kajin Ise, 93. 
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Furthermore, Uda was known to be a lover of the arts and a champion of waka—he sponsored 

many poetry contests that helped raise the prestige of waka at a time when Chinese poetry (漢詩 

kanshi) was dominating the Heian court. He was probably the one who conceived of the 

Kokinshū, the first imperially commissioned collection of waka, despite the fact that his son, 

Emperor Daigo, was the one who gave the official command for the Kokinshū’s compilation. 

Given that Ise was one of the best poets of her time, it is perhaps not at all surprising for Uda to 

be drawn to her, if only for her talents alone, both in poetry and in music. 

It appears that Ise’s relationship with Uda did not affect the close relationship she shared 

with Onshi. Whether because Onshi’s marriage to Uda was first and foremost a political match 

rather than a love relationship and Onshi herself was not particularly attached to Uda, or whether 

because it was a matter of expectation, there is no way to tell, but it is known that Ise was serving 

Onshi throughout the birth and death of her son with Uda, and continued to do so until Onshi’s 

death in 907. The poetic exchanges between Ise and Onshi that are recorded in the Ise shū seem 

to suggest that Onshi harbored no hard feeling toward Ise, even after Ise had begun a relationship 

with Uda. If anything, Onshi appears to consider Ise a close confidante, occasionally 

commiserating with Ise about matters that were causing her emotional agony. For her part, Ise 

also carried out her duty as a faithful companion to the empress, composing perfectly worded 

replies to console her mistress. Notably, the very last poem in the Ise shū was composed on the 

occasion of Onshi’s passing, highlighting the importance of the event in Ise’s life.9 

                                                 
9 In two of the main textual lineages of the Ise shū, this poem is placed at the end of the thirty-or-so poems at the 

beginning portion of the Ise shū, a section that is highly narrative in nature with its many lengthy headnotes. It has 

been speculated that this is the correct placement for this poem, and it was only by mistake that the poem came to be 

placed at the very end of the collection in the remaining textual lineage of the text. See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 730. 

Regardless of the poem’s intended position, it seems safe to view it as a closure on a chapter of Ise’s life: Ise’s 

poetry collection essentially begins with her joining Onshi’s entourage, and it seems apt for it to close with the 

latter’s passing.  
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After Onshi’s death, Ise began serving Princess Kinshi 均子内親王 (890-910), Onshi’s 

daughter with Uda. It was perhaps during this time that Ise became acquainted with Prince 

Atsuyoshi 敦慶親王 (888-930), who was married to Kinshi (Atsuyoshi was Kinshi’s half-

brother—Uda’s son with another consort), and sometime after Kinshi’s death, Ise gave birth to 

Nakatsukasa 中務 (c. 912-c. 991), the result of her union with Atsuyoshi. Nakatsukasa later went 

on to become a great female poet in her own right, and she most likely played a major role in 

preserving her mother’s poetry. It is known that during her lifetime, Nakatsukasa compiled a 

collection of Ise’s poems, possibly in order to provide the Gosenshū compilers with materials on 

Ise, and she is also a possible candidate for the role of the Ise shū compiler.10 

Historical Context 

The time period on which I shall be focusing covers the reign of Emperor Uda 宇多天皇 

(867-931), spanning from 887 to 897, and to a lesser extent, that of his successor, Emperor Daigo 

醍醐天皇 (885-930, r. 897-930). Uda was the son of Emperor Kōkō 光孝天皇 (830-887, r. 884-

887) and Princess Hanshi 班子女王 (833-900). In 884, Kōkō ascended the Chrysanthemum 

Throne at the age of 55 after the previous sovereign, Emperor Yōzei 陽成天皇 (869-949, r. 876-

884) was all but forced to abdicate due to his eccentricities and unseemly behaviors. Upon his 

ascension, Kōkō immediately demoted all of his sons to the rank of commoners, i.e. non-imperial 

subjects—a move which has been thought to denote that he had no intention of letting one of his 

own descendants succeed to the throne, and scholars have speculated that Kōkō was only meant 

to be an interim ruler, which is why Fujiwara no Mototsune, who was the regent during Yōzei’s 

                                                 
10 See Chapter Four (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”) and 

Appendix B (“Further Discussion on the Provenance of the Ise shū”) for a fuller discussion of Nakatsukasa’s 

possible role in the compilation of the Ise shū. 
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reign and the one mainly responsible for the eccentric emperor’s abdication, supported Kōkō’s 

ascension to the throne instead of trying to get Prince Sadatoki 貞辰親王 (874-929), who was a 

son of Emperor Seiwa 清和天皇 (850-878, r. 858-876), a half-brother (with a different mother) 

of Yōzei and a grandson of Mototsune, to ascend to the throne. 

However, upon his deathbed, Kōkō appointed his own son, Prince Sadami 定省親王, to 

the throne, despite having reduced the latter to commoner rank soon after his own ascension. 

Prince Sadami later became Emperor Uda. It is unclear as to why Kōkō seemingly had a change 

of heart regarding his successor, but it has been speculated that Uda’s succession was thanks in 

large part to efforts by Fujiwara no Shukushi/Yoshiko 藤原淑子 (838-906), a half-sister of 

Mototsune who adopted Uda as her own son, and Tachibana no Hiromi 橘広相 (837-890), the 

father of one of Uda’s consorts. In either case, the event could not have been a favorable 

development for the Fujiwara regency, which relied heavily on strategic political marriages that 

would put on the throne a young Fujiwara descendant who had close ties to the Fujiwara 

currently in power (usually in a grandson-grandfather dynamic), such that the latter would be 

able to exert influence as a regent to the ruling emperor. The Fujiwara regency is very much the 

product of a small segment of the Fujiwara lineage, effectively established by Fujiwara no 

Yoshifusa (804-872), who assumed the role of sesshō 摂政 (regent) when Seiwa, his grandson, 

ascended to the throne in 858 at the age of eight. While Uda was of Fujiwara blood, the 

connection was tenuous at best (his paternal grandmother was Fujiwara no Takushi/Sawako 藤原

沢子 [?-839], a Fujiwara daughter not of Yoshifusa’s lineage), and the tie between Uda and 

Mototsune was definitely not strong enough for the latter to exert as much influence as he would 

have hoped. 
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Uda was a great patron of the arts; it was during his reign that a large number of poetry 

contests were held, paving the way toward the compilation of the very first imperially 

commissioned anthology of waka—the Kokinshū. As Ki no Tsurayuki lamented in the Kana 

Preface to the Kokinshū, after enjoying great prestige during the era centered on the compilation 

of the Man’yōshū 万葉集 (Collection of Myriad Leaves, c. 759), the oldest extant collection of 

vernacular poetry, waka suffered a long period of inferiority compared to kanshi (Chinese 

poetry). While Chinese poetry was considered a highbrow genre composed at official court 

events, vernacular poetry was largely banished to the realm of personal poetry. “Poetry has 

become a sunken log submerged unknown to others in the homes of lovers. Poems are not things 

to bring out in public places as openly as the opening blossoms of the pampas grass”11— 

Tsurayuki famously declared. Scholars such as Gustav Heldt have argued that Tsurayuki’s 

sentiment is more of an exaggeration rather than the actual truth, and that the lack of actual 

written records of poetry being composed in official court occasions did not mean that poetry 

was falling into obscurity, as can be gleaned from certain historical records.12 However, perhaps 

it may still be valid to assume that the lack of records of the poetry composed during such events 

is, to a certain extent, an indication that vernacular poetry was losing some of the momentum it 

had gained during the Man’yō period. It was together with written records of poetry contests that 

waka started reclaiming its prominence in high society. 

The oldest poetry contest for which there is an extant record is Ariwara no Yukihira 在原

行平 (818-893)’s Minbukyō Yukihira uta-awase 民部卿行平歌合 (Minister of Civil Affairs 

                                                 
11 Laurel Rasplica Rodd and Mary Catherine Henkenius, trans., Kokinshū: A Collection of Poems Ancient and Modern 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 40. 

 
12 See Gustav Heldt, “Kokinshū and Heian Court Poetry,” in The Cambridge History of Japanese Literature, eds. 

Haruo Shirane, Tomi Suzuki, David Lurie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 111. 
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Yukihira’s Poetry Contest, c. 884-887). While Yukihira was not of the royalty, such poetry 

contests that were held by civilians were rather the exceptions rather than the norm. The majority 

of poetry contests being held during the early Heian period, at least as far as what can be gleaned 

from extant records, was still being sponsored by members of the royalty. Some notable 

examples are the Kanpyō no ontoki kisai no miya uta-awase 寛平御時后宮歌合 (Poetry Contest 

at the Empress’s Palace During the Reign of the Kanpyō Emperor, c. 892), sponsored by 

Empress Dowager Hanshi, the mother of Uda; the Koresada no miko no ie no uta-awase 是貞親

王家歌合 (Poetry Contest at the Residence of Prince Koresada, 898), sponsored by Prince 

Koresada, Uda’s elder brother; the Teiji-in ominaeshi-awase 亭子院女郎花合 (Teiji-in 

Maidenflower Contest, 898), held by Uda shortly after his abdication, the Teiji-in mononona uta-

awase 宇多院物名歌合 (Teiji-in Contest of “Names of Things” Poems, n.d.), also held by Uda, 

likely after his abdication, and the Teiji-in uta-awase 亭子院歌合 (Teiji-in Poetry Contest, 913), 

a contest held long after Uda had abdicated from the throne and over which the retired sovereign 

himself acted as the judge. Notably, the 913 poetry contest also had a very detailed record of the 

proceedings (it is believed that Ise was in charge of producing that record), and this is also the 

first poetry contest where a sovereign acted as the judge, even if the arrangement was more 

spontaneous rather than pre-arranged.13 Uda held a vested interest in these poetic functions, and 

he was a major catalyst in bringing waka back to the limelight. 

Gustav Heldt has suggested that Uda’s frequent sponsorship of large-scale poetic 

pageantry was partly due to a desire to ascertain his authority as the sovereign, in the face of the 

                                                 
13 Uda initially wanted Fujiwara no Tadafusa 藤原忠房 (? – 929) to be the judge, but upon hearing that Tadafusa 

was not present at the event, Uda decided to take on the judging duty himself. See Appendix A (“Ise’s Participation 

in Poetry Contests”) for more information. 
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threatening power of the Fujiwara regency.14 In addition to this, Uda himself also had a personal 

investment in poetry. While not a major poet, Uda did compose a fair amount of poetry in his 

lifetime, especially in the form of personal communication, and he has a total of seventeen 

poems featured in imperially waka anthologies. He also commissioned Ōe no Chisato 大江千里 

(fl. 889-923) to compile the Kudai waka 句題和歌 (Waka on Lines from Chinese Poems, c. 

894), a collection of over 100 waka poems which were essentially adaptations of lines from 

Chinese poetry. The Shinsen Man’yōshū 新撰万葉集 (New Selections of Myriad Leaves, c. 893-

913), a two-volume collection of poems taken from poetry contests followed by their 

“translations” into the form of Chinese poetry, is believed to have been compiled by Sugawara 

no Michizane 菅原道真 (845-903), and while it is not clear why Michizane produced the 

collection, given that he was a trusted aide of Uda and that the poetry contests from which the 

poems were chosen took place within Uda’s social circle, it is possible that the compilation effort 

was related to Uda—if not directly in the form of a royal command, then at least the emperor 

was perhaps largely responsible for bringing about the collection. Furthermore, it was during 

Uda’s time that byōbu-uta flourished. These poems were composed for the express purpose of 

decorating screen paintings and are usually celebratory in nature (in the case of screen paintings 

commissioned for auspicious occasions, such as birthday anniversaries or an imperial consort’s 

entrance to the Rear Palace), but in some rare cases, they form a narrative to accompany a set of 

screen paintings that portray a story (these were more often created solely for entertainment 

purposes rather than for a specific occasion of celebration). In any case, Uda’s era (both while he 

was on the throne and after his abdication) plays a major role in the history of waka, and it is 

                                                 
14 Heldt, “Kokinshū and Heian Court Poetry,” 112-113. 
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definitely worthwhile to look into the poetry composed at the time while paying close attention 

to the accompanying socio-historical context. 

On the Ise shū 

The Ise shū has an extremely complicated compilation and dissemination process, much 

of which is obscured by the passage of time and the lack of documentation. There are about 

thirty extant manuscripts of the Ise shū, and Ise scholars generally follow Sekine Yoshiko’s 

tripartite classification of these manuscripts into three main lineages, namely the Nishi Honganji 

manuscript lineage 西本願寺本系統, the Gunsho ruijū manuscript lineage 群書類従本系統, 

and the Kasen kashū manuscript lineage 歌仙歌集本系統.15 Each of these three lineages 

contains various separate manuscripts, each with a different number of poems and slightly 

different ordering of the poems—a testament to the textual multiplicity of the Ise shū as a result 

of the actions of its compilers, scribes, and possibly commentators. However, all of these 

different manuscripts likely came from a single source, as they all include a cluster of old poems 

that were clearly not composed by Ise but somehow made their way into the collection. Below is 

a brief overview of the three manuscript lineages of the Ise shū. 

Nishi Honganji manuscript lineage (西本願寺本系統) 

- Five manuscripts 

- Begins with “In the reign of the Kanpyō Emperor” 

- Ends with the poem: “May my own tears become / the jewels that are strung together 

/ with the thread of your voice, / twisted together from your crying / as you gather 

there.” 

                                                 
15 See Sekine Yoshiko and Yamashita Michiyo, eds., Ise shū zenshaku (Tokyo: Kazama Shobō, 1996), 3-8. Shimada 

Ryōji similarly categorized all of the extant Ise shū manuscripts into three lineages. See Shimada Ryōji, Heian zenki 

shikashū no kenkyū (Tokyo: Ōfūsha, 1968), 410-421. 
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Gunsho ruijū manuscript lineage (群書類従本系統) 

- Nine manuscripts 

- Begins with “In whose reign could it have been?” 

- Ends with the chōka 長歌 (long poem) whose headnote reads: “What could have been 

the occasion?” 

Kasen kashū manuscript lineage (歌仙歌集本系統) 

- Fifteen manuscripts, which can be further divided into three sub-lineages 

- Begins with “In whose reign could it have been?” 

- Ending differs for each of the three sub-lineages 

Of the three, the Nishi Honganji lineage is the oldest. The Nishi Honganji-bon 

Sanjūrokunin shū 西本願寺本三十六人集, the main manuscript after which the lineage is 

named, is believed to date back to the Ten’ei Era (1110-1113). The dates for the other two 

lineages are harder to confirm, but at the very least, they seem to have been established by the 

end of the Heian period.16 It is also difficult to determine which lineage is the closest to the 

“original” version of the Ise shū, if such a thing indeed existed, but the Nishi Honganji lineage 

and specifically the Nishi Honganji-bon Sanjūrokunin shū manuscript is often used as the base 

text for discussions of the Ise shū due to its seniority. This dissertation also chooses this 

manuscript for the base text, with occasional references to the other lineages when necessary. 

In terms of the general structure, the common consensus among Ise shū scholars is that 

the collection may be divided into five parts. The exact division differs among scholars, but the 

                                                 
16 The text of the Ise shū in the Gunsho ruijū lineage was quoted in Fujiwara no Kiyosuke 藤原清輔 (1104-1177)’s 

poetic treatise Fukuro zōshi 袋草紙 (Book of Folded Pages), which was completed around the years 1156-1159, 

while the Kasen kashū lineage contains one manuscript in particular that was copied by Fujiwara no Teika (1162-

1241). See Sekine and Yamashita, Ise shū zenshaku, 14-15. 
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editors of the Ise shū zenchūshaku, the latest and most comprehensive modern commentary on 

the Ise shū to date, divided the Nishi Honganji-bon Sanjūrokunin shū manuscript as follows: 

1. Narrative section: poems no. 1-33 

2. Screen poetry section: poems no. 34-87 

3. Miscellaneous section: poems no. 88-378 

4. Section of old poems that got mixed in: poems no. 379-443 

5. Supplemental section: poems no. 444-483 

The narrative section, which is also referred to by some as the “Ise Diary,” recounts 

various encounters between Ise and others during the earlier half of her life, usually of the 

romantic kind. The poems in this section tend to have elaborate prefaces that detail the 

circumstances of their composition, and the “characters” are usually introduced in the convention 

of prose tales (monogatari), i.e. Ise is simply referred to as “the woman” (onna 女), whereas her 

admirer is referred to as “the man” (otoko 男). This has led to the general consensus among 

scholars that there might have been a high degree of fictionalization here—if not in the facts 

themselves, then certainly in the manner in which they are presented.  

The screen poetry section contains the majority of Ise’s byōbu-uta output. The 

miscellaneous section essentially includes the rest of Ise’s poetry, with missing poems being 

supplemented in the last section, likely by a later editor. There does not appear to be any 

particular order to the poems in these sections, but some poems do appear to have been 

thematically grouped together, such as poems sent to other ladies-in-waiting who were leaving 

the capital to follow their husbands to the provinces, or poems exchanged with one individual in 

particular. There is also a section that contains old poems that were clearly not composed by Ise, 

but somehow found their way into the collection. However, it appears that by the time of 
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Murasaki Shikibu (c. 978 – c. 1014), these poems have become associated with Ise.17 Indeed, the 

one poem attributed to Ise in the Ogura hyakunin isshu is in fact one of these old anonymous 

poems and not an actual composition by Ise.18 This raises an interesting question: even if a poem 

is not actually composed by a poet, if, during its reception process, it is treated as one of the 

poet’s own poems, insofar as the author-image is concerned, would the poem not effectively 

have the exact same function as a poem actually composed by the poet? This is one of the 

questions this dissertation will seek to answer. 

Regarding the provenance of the Ise shū, there is no definitive theory as to who may have 

been the compiler of this collection. A more detailed discussion may be found in Chapter Four 

(“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”) and 

Appendix B (“Further Discussion on the Provenance of the Ise shū”), but at the very least, it 

appears that the Ise shū as we know it today was not put together by Ise herself (even though she 

most likely did gather together her poetry into a small collection at some point during her life). A 

common speculation is that the present-day Ise shū was the work of a later admirer of Ise, who 

wished to preserve the lifework of this prolific poetess,19 although some alternative theories have 

also been proposed, such as Yamaguchi Hiroshi’s suggestion that the collection was put together 

by supporters of the Fujiwara Regents’ House in order to demonstrate the poetic skills of 

                                                 
17 This is due to the fact that several poems from this section are quoted in Murasaki Shikibu’s The Tale of Genji. 

See Kurata Minoru, “Ise shū to Genji monogatari: Ise uta no kaku in’yō,” Ōtsuma kokubun no. 39 (March 2008): 1-

21. 

 
18 This is poem no. 429 in the Ise shū: “Like the short nodes of the reeds / that grow at Naniwa Bay, / are you telling 

me / to go through this life without ever meeting, / even for the briefest moments?” (難波潟短き葦の節ごとに逢

はでこのよを過ぐしてよとや). Due to the enduring popularity of the Ogura hyakunin isshu to the present day, 

this poem has likely become the quintessential Ise poem in the minds of those whose only introduction to Ise is 

through this collection. 

 
19 Akiyama Ken, Komachiya Teruhiko, and Kurata Minoru, eds. Ise shū zenchūshaku (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 

2016), 816-817. 
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Fujiwara men such as Nakahira and Tokihira—two individuals Ise had several poetic exchanges 

with.20 In any case, the Ise shū has a very complex history of compilation and transmission, a 

process that most likely involved multiple compilers/editors, each with his or her own agenda, 

and the reader can only speculate as to what these agenda might be. Nevertheless, the collection 

remains the best source of information on the poet Ise, despite all of its ambiguity.

                                                 
20 See Yamaguchi Hiroshi, Ōchō kadan no kenkyū: Uda, Daigo, Suzaku-chō-hen (Tokyo: Ōfūsha, 1973). 

Yamaguchi’s theory is supported by Joshua Mostow in English scholarship. See Joshua Mostow, At the House of 

Gathered Leaves: Shorter Biographical and Autobiographical Narratives from Japanese Court Literature 

(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2004), 145. 
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Chapter 2: Performance, Audience Expectations, and Self-Portrayal 

in Ise’s Exchanged Poetry 

Zōtōka: Interpersonal Communication in the Realm of Private Poetry 

There are many different ways to categorize waka into subcategories, but the most 

common dichotomy is perhaps that between so-called “public waka” and “private waka.”1 As 

these appellations suggest, “public waka” consists of waka composed for public—usually court-

sponsored—occasions, such as poetry contests, banquets, or royal excursions, whereas “private 

waka” consists of waka composed in the daily life of the court aristocrat. The circumstance in 

which a poem is composed has little to do with how wide an audience the poem may have. After 

all, a “private” poem that was originally composed as a piece of interpersonal communication 

between a pair of lovers may eventually appear in an imperial waka anthology (a matter of great 

honor for the poet) and subsequently be read by a much larger audience than what the composer 

might have originally anticipated. Thus, the division of waka into the two subcategories of 

“public” and “private” may seem ambiguous when the actual audience is taken into 

consideration. However, this is still an extremely useful distinction to make, especially when one 

examines how the composition of a poem is governed to a large extent by its intended audience 

(or the lack thereof). To borrow Helen McCullough’s elaboration on the distinction between the 

two categories of poems: “A public poem can be defined as one composed in the knowledge, 

                                                 
1 Early waka scholars writing in English, such as Robert Brower, Earl Miner, and Helen Craig McCullough, also 

made the distinction between “formal” and “informal.” See Robert Brower and Earl Miner, Japanese Court Poetry 

(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1961), 18-19 and Helen Craig McCullough, Brocade by Night: Kokin 

wakashū and the Court Style in Japanese Classical Poetry (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1985), 3. 

However, the dichotomy between “formal” and “informal” poetry is relatively ineffective and not as widely used as 

that between “public” and “private” poetry. 
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expectation, or hope of a substantial audience; a private poem as one that was meant for no more 

than one or two of the author’s acquaintances.”2 

Within the realm of private poetry, it may be said that exchanged poetry, or zōtōka, takes 

up a sizable proportion. Put in the simplest terms, zōtōka are poems that are exchanged between 

two individuals—“zō” 贈 meaning “to give” or “to present,” and “tō” 答 meaning “to reply.” 

While this method of communication was used in a variety of situations, ranging from seasonal 

greetings to condolences, its most frequent usage is arguably in courtship. In premodern Japan, 

especially during the Heian period (particulary between the 10th and 12th c.), aristocratic men and 

women rarely had an opportunity to meet each other face to face during the period of courtship, 

and letter-based (or more precisely poetry-based) communication became extremely important in 

making or breaking a possible romance. Even after the relationship has been established and the 

couple has engaged in face-to-face communication, the ability to express oneself eloquently and 

elegantly in waka was still considered a major asset, and in many cases, it may help rekindle a 

relationship that has grown cold over the years.  

As has been noted by Masuda Shigeo, the terms zōtō 贈答 (“to exchange”) and zōtōka 

already appeared as early as the time of the Man’yōshū, but they were almost exclusively used in 

their Chinese sense, i.e. simply to refer to poems that are exchanged between one individual and 

another, without any stipulation as to their general characteristics.3 Indeed, the term zōtōka in its 

present-day usage is very much a modern repurposing of the word, referring almost exclusively 

to exchanged poems composed from the Heian period onward, especially after the compilation of 

                                                 
2 McCullough, Brocade by Night, 3. 

 
3 Masuda Shigeo, “Zōtōka no karakuri,” in Ronshū waka to retorikku, ed. Waka bungakkai (Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 

1986), 212. 
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the Kokinshū, the first imperially commissioned waka anthology, which effectively set the tone 

and style of waka for generations to come.  

Due to its nature, zōtōka presents an interesting case for the study of the different factors 

that go into the creation of the poetic persona: the poems, by definition, operate in pairs. As 

Hosoda Keiko put it, an exchange is made up of an opening poem and a reply poem, and 

together, the two form a single “world.” The opening poem is created in anticipation of the reply 

poem, and the latter, in return, is created with the former as its premise.4 In zōtōka, the 

relationship between the poet and the immediate audience (i.e. the recipient of the poetic 

communication) is often clearly defined, which makes the “horizon of expectations” easier to 

ascertain. Zōtōka also tends to have very specific conventions, especially when it comes to the 

reply poem, which makes it easier to see how much freedom the poet really has when composing 

poetry under such restrictions. This chapter will also give an overview of the history of zōtōka 

and the conventions of this category of waka that came to be established over time, as well as 

analyze various zōtōka from the Ise shū in order to show what these restrictions are and how the 

poet works within those conditions to construct her self-portrait. 

Utagaki and the Prototype of Zōtōka 

Although the term zōtōka in its present-day usage is mainly applied to exchanged poems 

that appeared from the Heian period onward, poetic exchanges may be traced as far back as the 

“dialogue songs” (kakeai 掛け合い) in utagaki 歌垣 (lit. “song fence”).5 Utagaki, or kagai, was 

an ancient Japanese ritual where young men and women would gather, exchange love songs, and 

form pairs for lovemaking. It usually took place during special occasions, such as the New Year 

                                                 
4 Hosoda Keiko, “Kokinshū to zōtōka,” in Ōchō, vol. 1, ed. Ōchō bungaku kyōkai (Kyoto: Chūō Tosho Shuppansha, 

1969), 5. 

 
5 Origuchi Shinobu, Origuchi Shinobu zenshū, vol. 11, Yoyo no utabito (Tokyo: Chūō Kōronsha, 1995). 
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or Thanksgiving (niiname-sai 新嘗祭)—occasions having to do with themes of renewal and 

harvests. As Herbert E. Plutschow remarked, these events usually exhibited a highly competitive 

atmosphere: in many cases, multiple men would compete for the affection of a single woman, 

and the method of competition was songs (uta 歌, the predecessor of waka poetry).6  

Though not many utagaki songs survive, one example recorded in both the Kojiki 古事記 

(Records of Ancient Matters, 712) and the Nihon shoki 日本書紀 (The Chronicles of Japan, 

720)—the two oldest mythohistorical chronicles of Japan—demonstrates such a rivalry between 

two men, although, as Plutschow pointed out, the major point of contest appears to be of a 

political nature rather than a romantic one.7 Some extant utagaki songs, however, do illustrate 

the call-and-response characteristic often observed in later zōtōka. For example, the following 

exchange of songs in the Hitachi fudoki常陸風土記 (Gazette of Hitachi Province, c. 717-724) 

shows how this ancient ritual may be considered a predecessor of the Heian-period zōtōka: 

iyazeru no   Hanging on the pine branch 

Aze no komatsu ni  of splendid Aze 

yūshi dete   are strips of cotton cloth offerings— 

wa o furi miyu mo  it’s as if you are waving them at me, 

Aze koshima wamo  O the islet of Aze. 

 

いやぜるの安是の小松に木棉垂でて吾を振り見ゆも安是小島はも 

 

ushio ni wa   Though I said I would stand 

tatamu to iedo   amidst the rising tide, 

nase no ko ga   my love would find me 

yasoshima gakuri  even when I’m hidden behind the many islands, 

wa o mi sabashiri  and he would run to me. 

 

潮には立たむと言へど汝夫の子が八十島隱り吾を見さ走り8 

                                                 
6 Herbert E. Plutschow, Chaos and Cosmos: Ritual in Early and Medieval Japanese Literature (Leiden; New York: 

E.J. Brill, 1990), 120. 

 
7 See Plutschow, Chaos and Cosmos, 123-125. 

 
8 Akimoto Kichirō, ed., Nihon koten bungaku taikei, vol. 2, Fudoki (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1958), 73, 75.  
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These two poems are found in the section on the Kashima District 香島郡 of Hitachi Province 常

陸国. The couple engaged in this exchange is a beautiful pair of young boy and girl from 

neighboring districts, who finally have a chance to meet during a utagaki gathering. The first 

song is from the boy, who likens the fluttering motion of strips of cotton cloth offerings hanging 

on pine branches to the girl’s sleeves motioning for him to come over, thus expressing his 

eagerness to see the girl. The second song is the girl’s response where she proclaims that even 

when she stands hidden among others, he would come running for her, expressing her complete 

trust in his devotion. Although the two songs do not share much in terms of the vocabulary used 

(a typical characteristic of later zōtōka), the diction appears to “harmonize,” and together, the 

two songs form a “homogeneous poem sequence.”9 Indeed, in the boy’s song, he uses the “islet 

of Aze” (Aze koshima 安是小島) as a metaphor for the girl herself (who is from Aze), and in the 

girl’s response, she keeps the islet metaphor and expands upon it, effectively saying that even 

though she is but an islet hidden among the many other islands, awash with the tide coming in, 

the boy would be sure to find her and come running for her. In a way, the girl’s song only makes 

sense in the context of the song from the boy—this is a classic technique of exchanged poetry. 

The Sōmonka of the Man’yōshū 

Another predecessor of the Heian-period poetic exchanges is the sōmonka 相聞歌 of the 

Man’yōshū, the oldest extant collection of vernacular Japanese poetry. While the term “sōmon” 

literally means “communicating with each other” and the sōmonka of the Man’yōshū indeed 

include poems that are platonic in nature, an overwhelming number are poems exchanged 

between lovers, and the term “sōmonka” itself is often rendered in English as “love poems,” even 

                                                 
9 Plutschow, Chaos and Cosmos, 125. 
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though the term “exchanged poems” may be more generally appropriate. These love/exchanged 

poems constitute one of the three main categories of poetry in the Man’yōshū, with the other two 

being zōka 雑歌 (miscellaneous poems) and banka 挽歌 (elegies). These three categories appear 

to have been borrowed from the Wen Xuan 文選 (Selections of Refined Literature, early 6th c.)10, 

a highly influential anthology of Chinese poetry and literature, not only in China but also in 

Japan. However, as Helen McCullough remarked, the designation of “exchanged poems” in the 

Wen Xuan (mostly poems between male friends) has been repurposed into a term mainly used for 

heterosexual love poems in the Man’yōshū.11 This is a testament to the importance of poetry as a 

tool in romantic relationships, especially in premodern Japan. 

Sōmonka make up a large portion of the Man’yōshū, which again highlights its role in the 

daily life at the Japanese court. It is estimated that of the 4516 poems in the anthology, 1750 (i.e. 

nearly 40%) are sōmonka (and only 80 or so of these sōmonka are of the non-romantic kind).12 

The sōmonka in the Man’yōshū already resembles the later zōtōka quite closely. One example is 

the following exchange between Prince Ōtsu 大津皇子 (663-686) and Lady Ishikawa 石川郎女 

(n.d.): 

Poem sent by Prince Ōtsu to Lady Ishikawa 

 

ashihiki no    Waiting for you, my love, 

yama no shizuku ni   in the trickling rain 

imo matsu to    on the foothill-dragging mountain, 

ware tachinurenu   I stand here drenched 

yama no shizuku ni   in that trickling mountain rain. 

 

あしひきの山のしづくに妹待つと我立ち濡れぬ山のしづくに 

                                                 
10 To be more exact, zōka and banka both appear as sub-categories in the Wen Xuan, while sōmon is merely 

borrowed from a term used to describe general, everyday communication between acquaintances.  

 
11 McCullough, Brocade by Night, 159. 

 
12 Nozawa Takuo, “Sōmon/Sōmonka,” in Koten bungaku o yomu tame no yōgo jiten, ed. Nishizawa Masashi 

(Tokyo: Tokyodō Shuppan, 2002), 148. 
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Poem presented by Lady Ishikawa in response 

 

a o matsu to    You say, my Lord, 

kimi ga nurekemu   you have been drenched waiting for me 

ashihiki no    on the foot-trailing mountain. 

yama no shizuku ni   O that I could be 

naramashi mono o   that trickling rain! 

 

我を待つと君が濡れけむあしひきの山のしづくにならましものを 

 

(Man’yōshū – Book II, poems nos. 107-108)13 

 

Prince Ōtsu is a son of Emperor Tenmu 天武天皇 (c. 631 – 686, r. 673-686) and one of the most 

memorable figures from the Man’yōshū, perhaps due to his tragic fate as described in the poetry 

anthology.14 In his poem, Prince Ōtsu assumes the classic stance of what may be called the 

“aggrieved lover”: he voices a complaint to his lady, lamenting how he became soaked in the 

rain while waiting for her. Though outwardly the poem takes on the form of a complaint, it in 

fact functions as an assertion of the prince’s devotion to his love. For her part, Lady Ishikawa 

does not expressly state her sympathy for the prince’s plight; instead, she voices her wish to be 

the rain that drenched him. The continuation of imagery and diction is quite clear in this 

exchange: not only does Lady Ishikawa’s reply to Prince Ōtsu’s poem repeat many of the words 

used in the first poem, such as “matsu” 待つ (“to wait”) and “nuru” 濡る (“to become 

drenched”), it even repeats word-for-word the first two lines of the prince’s poem: “ashihiki no 

                                                 
13 Translation by Gary L. Ebersole, in Ritual Poetry and the Politics of Death in Early Japan (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1989), 245-246. The Japanese is taken from Kojima Noriyuki, Kinoshita Masatoshi, 

Tōno Haruyuki, eds., Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū, vol. 6, Man’yōshū I (Tokyo: Shōgakkan, 1994), 90. 

 
14 Prince Ōtsu was forced to commit suicide at the young age of 24 after allegations of a plot to rebel and usurp the 

throne after the death of his father, the reigning ruler up until that point. The Man’yōshū contains a poem that is said 

to have been composed by the tragic prince shortly before his death. The figure of Prince Ōtsu has become a subject 

for retellings in modern and contemporary novels and manga, appearing in such works as Origuchi Shinobu’s 

Shisha no sho 死者の書 (Book of the Dead, 1943) and Satonaka Machiko’s Tenjō no niji 天上の虹 (The Rainbow 

in the Heavens, 1983-2015). 
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yama no shizuku ni.” As Edwin Cranston has remarked, Lady Ishikawa’s poem is a prime 

example of an effective poetic reply.15 Indeed, by repeating words and phrases used by Prince 

Ōtsu in his poem, Lady Ishikawa successfully demonstrated her attention to what the prince had 

to say—acknowledging his complaint about how waiting for her drenched him in the mountain 

rain, and she elevates the conversation by expressing a wish to be the very rain that drenched 

him—an extremely intimate desire.  

Not much is known about the relationship between Prince Ōtsu and Lady Ishikawa, but it 

is generally believed that there is a certain degree of secrecy involved (not to mention the fact 

that there appears to have been a love triangle involving Prince Ōtsu, Lady Ishikawa, and Prince 

Kusakabe 草壁皇子 [662-689], a half-brother of Prince Ōtsu and a major political rival). This 

may explain why there might have been some difficulty preventing the two from meeting face to 

face, and why Lady Ishikawa would try to assuage Prince Ōtsu by voicing her wish to be the rain 

that drenched him, allowing her to be physically close to him. Her wish may also be interpreted 

on a more figurative level: as the imagery of wet sleeves in classical Japanese poetry is usually 

associated with tears (e.g. crying due to the anguish of not being able to see one’s lover), Lady 

Ishikawa’s wish to be the rain may also be understood as a wish to be the reason for Prince 

Ōtsu’s tears, i.e. a wish to be the object of his love and desire. Her reply to Prince Ōtsu’s 

communication may thus be understood on two different levels, effectively showcasing her 

knowledge of common poetic tropes and her ability to weave them seamlessly into poetic 

communication.16 

                                                 
15 Edwin A. Cranston, A Waka Anthology, vol. 1, The Gem-Glistening Cup (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 

Press, 1993), 491. 

 
16 Prince Ōtsu’s poem also contains double meanings: aside from the rain that drenched him, it may also be surmised 

that the prince had shed some tears while waiting in vain for his lover in the rain, adding to the wetness of his 

sleeves.  
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In the exchange between Prince Ōtsu and Lady Ishikawa, there is also a subversion of 

expectation, an element of unexpectedness in the reply that piques the interest of the sender (and 

opens up the avenue for further conversation). Specifically speaking, Prince Ōtsu’s expectation is 

subverted when Lady Ishikawa proclaims her wish to be the rain that drenched his sleeves. Why 

is this a subversion of expectation? As Prince Ōtsu’s poem is essentially a complaint (a common 

motif in such communication between lovers), one may expect an apology from the lady for 

making him wait in the rain or an expression of sympathy, but instead, Lady Ishikawa wishes to 

be the rain—a wish that may at first seem counter-intuitive, as it would seem as if she wants to 

bring him even more pain. However, that initial reaction would then be replaced by an 

appreciation for Lady Ishikawa’s ingenuity when one realizes the actual reason for her seemingly 

strange wish: a desire to be physically close to the prince, and a yearning to be the object of his 

love and, by extension, the cause of his pain. No doubt Prince Ōtsu would have had a similar 

sequence of reaction upon receiving her reply—the very unexpectedness of the response makes 

the eventual realization all the more deeply appreciated.  

The Conventions of Zōtōka 

Although certain characteristics of the later zōtōka can already be observed in the ancient 

utagaki songs and the sōmonka of the Man’yō period, it is during the Heian period—especially 

the mid-10th century when the Gosenshū, the second imperial waka anthology, was compiled—

that the techniques and convention of these poetic exchanges truly became refined.17 Some of 

these conventions are self-explanatory: for example, Kuboki Tetsuo has noted that one major 

characteristic of zōtōka is that the vocabulary of the reply poem must in some way correspond to 

                                                 
17 Watanabe Yasuaki, Waka to wa nani ka (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2009), 144. Masuda Shigeo is of the same 

opinion. See Masuda, “Zōtōka no karakuri,” 220.  
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that of the initial poem, either directly or indirectly.18 Indeed, both the previously analyzed 

examples of utagaki songs and sōmonka exhibited adherence to this implicit rule to a certain 

extent—perhaps because it is a natural corollary of the act of communication. More interestingly, 

several scholars have remarked on the other defining characteristic of zōtōka, which is the retort 

by the receiver of the initial communication. In Watanabe Yasuaki’s words, it is a technique 

where the receiver “takes up the topic or some crucial point in the sender’s poem, then refutes it 

by looking at it from a different viewpoint.”19 Masuda Shigeo remarked that this particular 

characteristic of zōtōka may have been due to the fact that the majority of such poetic exchanges 

took place between lovers, and it was easier for a conversation to develop in this manner.20  

As an example, one may look at the following exchange between Prince Atsumichi 敦道

親王 (981-1007), a son of Emperor Reizei 冷泉天皇 (950-1011, r. 967-969) and the famous 

female poet Izumi Shikibu, his lover, on a rainy day in the Fifth Month: 

A message came from the Prince: “How are you surviving this tedious rain? 

 

ōkata ni     Nothing remarkable— 

samidaruru to ya    the same old rain that pelts us 

omouramu     every year, you think? 

kimi koiwataru    These are my tears of love 

kyō no nagame o    falling in a deluge all day long!” 

 

おほかたにさみだるるとや思ふらむ君恋ひわたる今日のながめを 

 

                                                 
18 Kuboki Tetsuo, Ori no bungaku (Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 2007), 109. Masuda concurs that this is a common 

characteristic of zōtōka, though interestingly, he remarked that the correspondence between the vocabulary of the 

initial poem and the reply poem was still somewhat rudimentary for the zōtōka in the Kokinshū, suggesting that 

more developments were still to come. See Masuda, “Zōtōka no karakuri,” 215-217. 

 
19 Watanabe, Waka to wa nani ka, 144. Kuboki, in slightly different terms, formulated that the reply poem is 

supposed to respond “not too straightforwardly” to the initial poem and cited the late-Edo poet Kagawa Kageki 香川

景樹 (1768-1843), who observed that “verbal disputes” (ii arasoeru いひあらそへる) were a common affair in 

poetic exchanges, while Masuda noted that the reply poem normally took on an attitude of “opposing, negating, or 

refuting the assertion, conclusion, or logic in the initial poem.” See Kuboki, Ori no bungaku, 109-110 and Masuda, 

“Zōtōka no karakuri,” 224. 

 
20 Masuda, “Zōtōka no karakuri,” 224. 
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She was pleased that he had not overlooked this opportunity to send her a 

seasonal poem, especially now that the rain had aroused in her thoughts of the 

pathos of life. She wrote: 

 

shinoburamu     “Your tears of yearning? 

mono to mo shirade    Indeed I did not know— 

ono ga tada     but only thought 

mi o shiru ame to    this was ‘the rain that knows 

omoikeru kana     the sorrows of my life.’” 

 

慕ぶらむものとも知らでおのがただ身を知る雨と思ひけるかな21 

 

This exchange is featured in the Izumi Shikibu nikki, the personal poetry collection of Izumi 

Shikibu. In his initial poem, Prince Atsumichi assumes the posture of the “aggrieved lover,” 

much like Prince Ōtsu in the previous Man’yōshū exchange: he seemingly complains of how the 

non-stopping rain prevents him from visiting his lover (implied in the claim that the rain is in 

fact his “tears of love”), but the actual purpose of the poem seems to be to show off how much 

feeling he has for her. For her part, Izumi Shikibu flatly rejects Prince Atsumichi’s claim, giving 

her own interpretation of the rain instead: that they are her own tears. 

Like the previous exchange between Prince Ōtsu and Lady Ishikawa, this poetic 

conversation prominently features the rain, but in this case, it is the early-summer rain (samidare 

さみだれ), a seasonal hallmark of the Fifth Month. The most notable characteristic of this rain is 

that it falls intermittently, on and off, without seeming to stop. Due to this natural tendency, the 

early-summer rain is often employed in waka as a multi-layered sign. On one level, the arrival of 

the rainy season brings with it many failed opportunities for visiting one’s lover—indeed, this is 

the exact situation Izumi Shikibu finds herself in: being neglected by the prince. On another 

level, the imagery of samidare often goes hand in hand with the word “nagame” 長雨, “long 

                                                 
21 Translation by Edwin Cranston, in The Izumi Shikibu Diary: A Romance of the Heian Court (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1969), 140. The Japanese is taken from Fujioka Tadaharu, ed., Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku 

zenshū, vol. 26, Izumi Shikibu nikki, Murasaki Shikibu nikki, Sarashina nikki (Tokyo: Shōgakkan, 1994), 28. 
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rain,” which is a homophone of 眺め, “reverie” or “pensiveness” (usually due to thinking about 

one’s love). Thus, unlike the rain which appears in the exchange between Prince Ōtsu and Lady 

Ishikawa, which mostly functions on a literal level (as the rain that physically wets the prince’s 

sleeves) and on a metaphorical level (as tears shed from the pain of not being able to see one’s 

love), the samidare in the exchange between Prince Atsumichi and Izumi Shikibu contains 

within itself a host of associations already built up over time, by literary convention—that of 

failed rendezvous, of pensive reverie made all the more dreary by the incessant rain, and of many 

tears shed in loneliness.  

Beyond the samidare’s multilayered meanings, the zōtōka exchange also differs from the 

sōmonka in a fundamental aspect: the attitude adopted by the receiver. In Lady Ishikawa’s reply, 

there is an element of surprise, but it is not caused by a refutation of what is said in the initial 

poem—rather, the direction her response takes is still along the same trajectory as that of the first 

poem, albeit with some slight deviation that results in unexpectedness. By contrast, Izumi 

Shikibu’s reply to Prince Atsumichi’s poem takes on a completely different approach. In the 

prince’s poem, he claims that the long falling rain is in fact his tears—presumably due to the pain 

of not being able to see Izumi Shikibu, as the rain makes it impossible for him to visit her. In her 

reply, Izumi Shikibu completely turns matters around, stating that it did not occur to her that the 

rain might be his tears, because for her, the rain is in fact her own tears, and it is also a reminder 

of the shallowness of his love for her (which is apparently not deep enough for him to brave the 

rain to come see her). The refutation here is twofold: both directly (as expressed in the first two 

lines: “Your tears of yearning? Indeed, I did not know”) and indirectly (where she puts forth her 

own theory of what the rain may be). Unlike Lady Ishikawa, who acknowledged Prince Ōtsu’s 

grievance about having to wait for her in vain in the falling rain, not only does Izumi Shikibu not 
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accept Prince Atsumichi’s proclamation of love, she also tries to one-up him by asserting that she 

is suffering more from her love for him, that even when they cannot see each other due to the 

rain, their positions are still different: Prince Atsumichi is the one who could simply decide to 

brave the rain and come see her, whereas Izumi Shikibu is in a much more restricted position in 

which she can only wait for her lover to come.  

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that the refutation was meant to be taken seriously. That is to 

say, even though Izumi Shikibu seems to adopt a bristly attitude in her reply, it is more of a 

performance than an honest portrayal of the way she truly feels. As Watanabe Yasuaki has noted, 

if the receiver of the initial communication truly wanted to push the other person away, they 

could simply have chosen to ignore the message and not send anything back. The act of replying 

may itself be considered a display of good will and a desire to further cultivate the relationship.22 

This certainly seems to be the case, as the headnote to Izumi Shikibu’s reply states that she “was 

pleased that he had not overlooked this opportunity to send her a seasonal poem.” Indeed, as will 

be seen in the analysis of the Ise shū, ignoring appears to be a favored course of action when one 

is the target of unwanted romantic attention, and being ignored is a much worse fate compared to 

a cutting retort or two. In fact, one of Ise’s jilted admirers could no longer put up with the 

continued silence and begged her to at least tell him whether she had even read his letters.23 

Although the cutting retort is a distinctive feature of zōtōka, it does not always appear in 

these poetic exchanges. That is because zōtōka is highly dependent on the actual relationships 

between the two parties involved. In the exchange between Prince Atsumichi and Izumi Shikibu, 

their relationship is presumably close enough that the latter can afford to adopt a somewhat 

                                                 
22 Watanabe, Waka to wa nani ka, 145.  

 
23 This episode is recounted in the headnote prefacing poem no. 19 in the Ise shū.  
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petulant tone in her reply (although there obviously remains a power imbalance, highlighted in 

the implication that the prince can choose to come see Izumi Shikibu in the rain, a choice she 

does not have). However, the responder may not necessarily be in a position to respond with a 

biting message. One ready example is the following famous episode from the Ise monogatari 伊

勢物語 (The Tales of Ise, 10th c.): 

Once a man gave this poem to a lady at Fukakusa—someone in whom, it seems, 

he had been gradually losing interest. 

 

toshi o hete     Were I to leave the house 

sumikoshi sato o    where I had dwelt 

idete inaba     these years, 

itodo fukakusa     might the luxuriant garden 

no to ya narinamu    become a tangled wilderness? 

 

年を経てすみこし里を出でていなばいとど深草野とやなりなむ 

 

The lady’s reply: 

 

no to naraba     If it be a wild field, 

uzura to narite     then I shall be a quail 

nakioramu     calling plaintively— 

kari ni dani yawa    and surely you will at least 

kimi wa kozaramu    come briefly for a hunt. 

 

野とならばうづらとなりて鳴きをらむかりにだにやは君は来ざらむ 

 

The man, deeply moved, no longer felt inclined to leave.24 

 

In the above exchange, the power imbalance is much more pronounced compared to that 

between Izumi Shikibu and Prince Atsumichi. In this case, the man has lost most of his interest 

in the woman, and the poem he sends to the lady is, in effect, a courtesy warning about his 

imminent abandonment of her: the speculation about the future state of the lady’s house once he 

                                                 
24 Translation by Helen Craig McCullough, in Tales of Ise: Lyrical Episodes from Tenth-Century Japan (Stanford, 

Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1968), 148-149. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri Yōichi, ed., Shinpen Nihon 

koten bungaku zenshū, vol. 12, Taketori monogatari, Ise monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari 

(Tokyo: Shōgakkan, 1994), 215. This is episode no. 123 in the collection, and the man in this exchange is in fact 

Ariwara no Narihira, the famous amorous poet who is the assumed hero of the Tales of Ise. 
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no longer frequents it is essentially a thinly veiled announcement of his intention of breaking 

things off with her. It may also be taken as an attempt to give the lady a last chance to prove her 

worthiness, and indeed, she did manage to pass the test he laid out for her with flying colors: she 

accepts the future reality as proposed by the man, and she just wishes she could turn into a quail, 

so that her crying would bring the man back to her once more, even if only for a brief hunt. Her 

response to his challenge successfully rekindled his interest in her—a happy end that resulted 

from her poetic prowess.  

In the lady’s reply, the element of surprise is still there: the introduction of the imagery of 

the quail plaintively crying among the wildly growing grass is logical yet unexpected, especially 

because of the direction in which she takes it. Not only does the cry of the quail make it an apt 

metaphor for the woman, who would certainly be crying bitter tears when the man leaves her, it 

also paves the way to a most unanticipated “punch line”: that the cry of the quail would lead the 

man to her, even if only as a huntsman and only temporarily. The superiority of the woman’s 

poem lies both in the surprising direction it takes and in the excellent use of kakekotoba 掛詞—

“pivot words” that are homophonic but simultaneously have different meanings. In this case, the 

pivot word is “kari ni,” which means “to hunt” (狩りに) and “temporarily” (仮に).25 Together, 

the combination of this pivot word and the unexpectedness of the lady’s reply must have 

successfully conveyed her sadness and despair at the imminent separation in a most elegant way, 

moving the man enough to remain by her side. There is no refutation of anything stated in his 

poem—if anything, the lady accepts it for what it is and simply presents a vision of the future in 

the case what the man said came true. Even then, the lack of a biting retort by no means reduces 

                                                 
25 “Naki” may also be counted as a pivot word, as it can refer to both the crying of the quail (鳴き) and the crying of 

the woman (泣き). However, this is a very common pivot word in waka, so its impact is not as strong as that of 

“kari ni”—the true centerpiece of the poem. 
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the poem’s charm. Thus, even though a witty comeback is a hallmark feature of zōtōka, it is not a 

prerequisite for good zōtōka. 

The Case of Ise: A Portrait in Poetic Communications 

Ise was a highly-respected female poet of the early Heian period, with many of her poems 

featured in the first two imperial waka anthologies. However, very little is known about Ise, the 

historical author. Like many other Heian-period female writers, her real name (if there was one) 

was not known, and she came to be known by her court name—“Ise,” which was presumably 

because her father served as the governor of Ise Province when she began her career as a lady-in-

waiting. Even her dates of birth and death are a matter of speculation (her last datable poem was 

from 938). With such a scant amount of information, Ise’s personal poetry collection, the Ise shū, 

becomes an extremely important resource for reconstructing the portrait of this elusive poet.  

There are many uncertainties regarding the provenance of the Ise shū—the details of 

which will be discussed in Chapter Four (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of 

Compilers: Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”), but the general consensus is that it is the work of 

some later compiler, most likely sometime in the late 10th century or early 11th century.26 While 

the majority of the poems attributed to Ise in the collection can be confirmed to have indeed been 

written by Ise herself (by cross-referencing other anthologies these poems were featured in), the 

fact remains that the collection was not put together by Ise, meaning that paratextual information 

such as the accompanying headnotes (kotobagaki) to the poems and the organization of the 

poems themselves is subjected to someone else’s discretion. It would thus be problematic to treat 

the collection as a means to dissect Ise the historical author. At the same time, however, the Ise 

                                                 
26 For a brief discussion of the possible origin of the Ise shū as well as a categorization of its manuscript lineages, 

see Sekine and Yamashita, eds., Ise shū zenshaku, 3-18. See also Akiyama, Komachiya, and Kurata, eds., Ise shū 

zenchūshaku, 813-817. A much more detailed discussion can be found in Sekine Yoshiko, Chūko shikashū no 

kenkyū: Ise, Tsunenobu, Toshiyori no shū (Tokyo: Kazama Shobō, 1967). 
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shū is still associated with the figure of the author Ise, and given that this authorial figure is what 

would immediately come to mind when one thinks of Ise the poet, it is just as important to study 

how this figure has been constructed based on the information available in the Ise shū.  

 Given that waka was, by and large, a performative genre,27 the poet was almost always 

performing for an audience28 who had their own expectations—indeed, their own “horizon of 

expectations”—regarding how a proper poem (performance) should be, what may be considered 

the poet’s self-portrayal through her own poetry may in fact be no more than an effort to cater to 

the expectations of her audience. The case of zōtōka is an especially fascinating one, as in this 

waka category that expressly served the purpose of interpersonal communication, there is the 

inevitable assumption that the poetic persona is very much a faithful stand-in for the poet. And 

yet, when one takes into account the specific conventions of zōtōka, it is clear that the poet does 

not have full control over her own compositions. In this chapter, I argue that the poetic persona 

in zōtōka is a fluid product of both the poet and her audience: while the persona is supposed to 

represent the poet in interpersonal communication, it is nevertheless prescribed by the 

expectations of the audience, and the poet’s job is to meet and, indeed, exceed those 

expectations.  

 To illustrate the ways in which the different expectations of the audience shape the 

specific roles that the poet (or rather, her persona) performs, I focus on Ise’s zōtōka with three 

different participants, namely Fujiwara no Nakahira (her first lover), Fujiwara no Onshi/Yoshiko 

                                                 
27 In the sense that waka poems were usually composed for the express purpose of being read or heard by someone 

else. 

 
28 Throughout this chapter, I use the term “audience” to refer to the immediate implied audience—those who are the 

contemporaries of the poet and would have first-hand access (relatively speaking) to the poetry composed. This 

audience is to be distinguished from the later readers of the poetry collections, who are far removed from the 

historical poet and only have second-hand access to the poetry, thus they do not play a role in the process of poetic 

production. 
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(Ise’s mistress at court), and Emperor Uda. As the audience tends to be easily identifiable in 

zōtōka, the relationship between the poet and her correspondent provides a convenient frame of 

reference for situating the actors in their roles. As I will show, each zōtōka poem—particularly 

when it is a reply poem, as in my examples—is a multi-layered performance, where the 

performer-poet responds not only to the general expectations of the genre of waka and 

subcategory of zōtōka as a whole, but also to the particular expectations of the audience, as laid 

out in the poem that initiates the exchange.  

Ise and Nakahira: Of First Love and Betrayal 

The first pair of exchanged poems marks the beginning of the Ise shū: that between Ise 

and Fujiwara no Nakahira. The collection begins with a brief account of how the two’s 

relationship was established and how it came to end. It is generally believed that Nakahira was 

Ise’s first lover—according to the Ise shū, he pursued her after she started her service at court in 

Onshi’s entourage. He was also the first man (and perhaps the only man) to have broken Ise’s 

heart when he went on to marry the daughter of a more politically powerful courtier.29 (In 

contrast, Ise’s father was a mere provincial governor, at the middle to lower level of the 

aristocracy.) The fact that Ise’s affair with Nakahira occupies the very beginning of the Ise shū is 

perhaps a testament to the importance of this formative event in Ise’s life. Heian society was 

polygamous, and it was not so unusual for a man (especially one of high status like Nakahira) to 

be involved with several women, so Nakahira’s marriage itself to another woman might not have 

                                                 
29 The identity of this figure is not exactly clear. Some commentaries suggest that it may have been Minamoto no 

Yoshiari 源能有 (845-897), who was a son of Emperor Montoku 文徳天皇 (827-858, r. 850-858) but was granted 

the surname Minamoto and effectively became a civilian early on in his life. He was married to a daughter of 

Fujiwara no Mototsune, making him a brother-in-law of sort to Nakahira, and one of his daughters from this 

marriage went on to marry Nakahira’s half-brother, Fujiwara no Tadahira 藤原忠平 (880-949). There is no record 

of Nakahira marrying a daughter of Yoshiari, but as the Ise shū zenchūshaku pointed out, this may simply be due to 

their not having any children and the lady passing away early. See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 10. 
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been such a matter of great heartbreak to Ise. Rather, it is more likely that his callous attitude 

toward the matter ended up hurting her deeply.30 Indeed, even if Nakahira did not break things 

off with Ise after his marriage, his less frequent visits and general neglect of her would cause a 

young girl in love for the first time to feel hurt at the perceived betrayal. The difference in their 

approaches to their relationship is amply highlighted throughout their communication, as 

recorded in the Ise shū. 

The affair is recounted as follows: 

In the reign of the Kanpyō emperor, there was someone who served in the living 

quarters of one high-ranking consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato. Her 

father doted on her, and hoping to keep her from being associated with the 

average man, he sent her to court as a lady-in-waiting. The brother of the lady she 

was serving, however, ardently courted her for some time, and what could have 

happened, one is made to wonder. 

 

Although she was anxious about her father’s reaction, he simply said: “It must 

have been because of some karmic bond from a previous life, but one can’t really 

count on such young men as him.” After a few years have gone by, he became the 

son-in-law of a Major Captain at the time. The father heard about this and thought 

about how his misgiving had proven true. 

 

The woman was extremely ashamed about this ordeal. Just then, as she was living 

at her father’s residence on the Fifth Avenue, the man came by and sent her the 

following poem written on a red persimmon leaf: 

 

hito sumazu    Coming to this lodging, 

aretaru yado o    fallen into ruin 

kite mireba    ever since I stopped visiting, 

ima zo ko no ha wa   I now find a brocade 

nishiki orikeru    woven from the autumn leaves. 

  

人住まずあれたる宿を来て見れば今ぞ木の葉は錦織りける 

 

Although the woman was extremely pained to receive the man’s poem, she was 

also greatly moved by it and thus penned the following reply, tied to a 

nezumimochi branch: 

 

namida sae    Even my tears are aiding 

                                                 
30 Yamashita, Ōchō kajin Ise, 59. 
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shigure ni soete   the falling autumn rain, 

furusato wa    dyeing the crimson leaves 

momiji no iro mo   an ever deeper shade 

kosa zo masareru   at this forsaken place, as it falls into ruin. 

 

涙さへ時雨に添へてふるさとは紅葉の色も濃さぞまされる 

 

This must have been around the Ninth Month. The man was also greatly touched 

upon seeing the woman’s reply. 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 1-2)31 

  

This exchange can also be found in the Winter book of the Gosenshū, albeit with slightly altered 

wording (poems no. 458-459).32 As recounted in the headnote to the poems, Ise became involved 

with Nakahira at some point after she began her career as a lady-in-waiting for Fujiwara no 

Onshi, Nakahira’s older half-sister. However, as her father had feared, Nakahira eventually 

became engaged to the daughter of a higher-ranking official and started neglecting Ise. The 

above exchange presumably took place when Nakahira paid Ise a visit after failing to do so for a 

long time. As the editors of the Ise shū zenchūshaku observe, at this point in their relationship 

where Ise has become largely estranged from Nakahira after the latter’s betrayal, the poetic 

medium allows Nakahira and Ise to convey their emotions in a way that everyday conversations 

cannot.33 Indeed, the focus of Nakahira’s poem is on the vibrant beauty of an autumnal 

landscape, seemingly suggesting that the poem was spontaneously composed out of sheer 

appreciation for the beautiful sight. In his poem, Nakahira expresses mild astonishment at seeing 

a beautiful brocade woven from the colorful autumn leaves in the garden of Ise’s dwelling. The 

                                                 
31 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 7, 15. 

 
32 Even though the exchange itself appears to take place toward the end of autumn, shigure 時雨—the rain shower 

that falls during the late autumn and early winter—is conventionally considered a seasonal word (kigo 季語) for 

winter, hence the Gosenshū classification of this exchange. 

 
33 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 18. 
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astonishment is heightened by the fact that he has not visited her in a long time, which makes the 

unexpected beauty all the more stirring. Nakahira’s choice to make the beauty of nature the focus 

of his poem may have managed to strike a chord with Ise’s own sensibility, which might have 

further prompted her to send a reply, despite any aversion she might have for Nakahira after his 

display of unfaithfulness. 

 In Nakahira’s poem, he does not assume the position of the “aggrieved lover” like Prince 

Ōtsu or Prince Atsumichi in the exchanges previously analyzed. The male poetic persona even 

has a slightly cavalier attitude: indeed, there is little in his poem to even suggest that he and Ise 

ever had a romantic relationship. The line translated as “ever since I stopped visiting” in fact has 

an undetermined subject (hito 人, or “person”) in the original Japanese, which means it could 

simply be interpreted as an idle observation on Nakahira’s part rather than an admission of his 

own neglect. The matter-of-fact way in which the persona mentions the fact that he no longer 

visits Ise regularly—almost as an aside, and directed more toward the location (Ise’s dwelling) 

rather than Ise herself—is somewhat similar to that of Narihira in the exchange with the woman 

at Fukakusa. It makes the power dynamic between Nakahira and Ise abundantly clear: here, the 

man has the upper hand, and the woman’s fate (at least as far as their relationship is concerned) 

is completely at his mercy. This is the kind of exchange that can only take place toward the end 

of a relationship. 

 In her reply, Ise adopted a muted approach: while it is customary for the reply poem in a 

pair of zōtōka to focus on a central point in the opening poem and refute that point with an 

unexpected twist, there is no such biting retort in Ise’s reply. She does not contradict or 

downplay Nakahira’s opening communication. Indeed, at this point in the relationship, there is 

no longer any need for her to play coy or put on a show of being the one who suffers more in 
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love—a common trope in love poetry. If anything, the fact that she is the one who suffered the 

most from their breakup is perhaps already established; there is no need for her to exaggerate that 

aspect in her reply. However, proper zōtōka etiquette still requires an unexpected factor, and the 

poetess did deliver spectacularly here: there is still an element of surprise in her response where 

she expands upon the stipulation in Nakahira’s poem and gives an explanation for what might 

have caused it. According to Ise, it is her tears that added to the colors and beauty of the autumn 

leaves, resulting in such a charming sight. The element of surprise here works by subverting the 

reader’s expectation, for who would have expected a beautiful brocade of vivid autumn leaves to 

have been dyed with the help of bitter tears shed by a scorned woman? The surprise is perhaps 

even more poignant when one realizes that the brocade that Nakahira so admires is in fact a 

byproduct of his own cruelty toward his ex-lover. 

Ise’s choice of how to present her reply poem is also worth pointing out: Nakahira wrote 

his initial poem on a red persimmon leaf—a rather apt choice for the season. Ise, however, tied 

her reply to a branch of nezumimochi ねずみもち, an evergreen shrub in the olive family.34 

Scholars’ opinions vary as to how to interpret Ise’s attitude in this exchange. Fujioka Tadaharu 

conjectured that Ise’s choice of the green leaves might be interpreted as a deliberate opposition 

to Nakahira’s colored leaves, as if to emphasize her miserable state of being neglected, which 

contrasts with the vibrant color of the autumn leaves that Nakahira finds so charming. At the 

same time, Fujioka observes that such an interpretation would seem to be too incongruent with 

the etiquette of poetic exchanges at the time and presents an alternative reading that follows the 

text of the other two manuscript lineages, in which Ise wrote her poem on a piece of crimson 

                                                 
34 The other two manuscript lineages of the text have the poem tied to a branch of colored nezumochi ねずもち (an 

alternative name for nezumimochi). This would change the interpretation somewhat, but for the sake of simplicity, 

the analysis here would focus solely on the text of the Nishi Honganji lineage, which is used as the base text 

throughout this dissertation. 
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paper and tied it to a branch of yellowed, withered nezumimochi, the whole configuration of 

which seems to be evocative of Ise’s own situation in life: abandoned and falling into decline, 

wildly contrasting with the vibrant autumn leaves that accompany Nakahira’s poem, as well as 

his splendor and high social status.35 The editors of the Ise shū zenchūshaku agree with Fujioka’s 

proposition but supply it with a different interpretation: the green color of the evergreen 

nezumimochi leaves may signify Ise’s constancy, with her feelings remaining steadfast like the 

unchanging color of the leaves.36 Indeed, given that the imagery of plants changing colors is 

often used as a metaphor for fickleness,37 the juxtaposition of the colored leaves and green leaves 

here may be highly nuanced. 

 Ise’s response to Nakahira’s opening poem—which includes both the content of her reply 

as well as the manner in which it was presented—thus successfully establishes her poetic persona 

as the archetypal suffering female figure so often found in love poetry: a woman who is utterly 

powerless in the matter of the heart, whose only choice is to wait in vain for the man’s infrequent 

visits. And an archetypal figure this is, indeed, for we seem to encounter her again and again in 

the poetry of others, such as Michitsuna’s Mother’s Kagerō nikki, or Izumi Shikibu’s Izumi 

Shikibu nikki. Furthermore, Ise’s choice to use the trope of the waiting woman for her poetic 

persona in her reply poem may not even be a “choice” per se; rather, it was necessitated by 

Nakahira’s poem: the mention of Ise’s lack of visitor(s) essentially creates the perfect 

opportunity for the poetess to let her persona assume the role of the waiting woman, a role that 

many other female poets would find occasions to employ. In letting her persona enact this role, 

                                                 
35 Fujioka Tadaharu, “Ise shū josetsu: Ise nikki bōtōka oboegaki,” Kokubun ronsō 10 (3/1983), 10-13. 

 
36 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 18. 

 
37 This is due to the multiple meanings of the verb utsurou 移ろふ, which can refer both to the changing colors of 

leaves during the autumn season and to the change in one’s feelings. 
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Ise may have simply responded to what was expected of her with the most logical course of 

action available to her at the time: given the difference in status between Ise and Nakahira as 

well as Ise’s presumably young age at the time this affair took place, the role of a woman meekly 

awaiting her lover’s visit must have been a far better choice than that of a seasoned woman who 

expertly shoots down the man’s attempt at pleasantry with a cleverly worded retort.  

Similar to the Fukakusa exchange from the Tales of Ise, Nakahira’s interest in Ise might 

have been rekindled after her impressive display of poetic prowess as well as the vulnerability 

revealed in her reply. It is hard to conclude with any amount of certainty, but the line at the end 

of Ise’s poem in the Ise shū: “The man was also greatly touched upon seeing the woman’s reply” 

seems indicative of a renewed respect and appreciation, if not of romantic interest. In any case, it 

may be said that Ise’s reply poem succeeded in maintaining her dignity, even in the face of 

immense heartbreak. While the use of zōtōka may not necessarily help the woman salvage a 

failed relationship, it certainly helps her cement her position as someone worthy of respect while 

at the same time expressing her feeling of hurt at being abandoned, and this is perhaps the best 

outcome one could hope for in a poetic exchange with a soon-to-be ex-lover. 

Ise and Onshi: Friendship in the Rear Palace 

The second example is an exchange between Ise and Fujiwara no Onshi, initiated by 

Onshi. It is as follows: 

When the Emperor also renounced the world, the Shichijō Empress composed: 

(Onshi) 

hito watasu    I have never helped anyone 

koto dani naki o   reach salvation, 

nani shi kamo    yet ironically, 

Nagara no hashi to   it looks like I have turned into the Nagara Bridge, 

mi no narinikemu   destined to live out my long life in old age.  

 

人渡すことだになきを何しかも長柄の橋と身のなりにけむ 
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In reply: 

(Ise) 

fururu mi wa    It must be my own old self 

namida no kawa ni   that is reflected 

miyureba ya    in the river of your tears; 

Nagara no hashi ni   that’s why you mistook yourself 

ayamataruramu   for the Nagara Bridge. 

 

古るる身は涙の川に見ゆればや長柄の橋にあやまたるらむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 312-313)38 

 

Similar to the first exchange, this second exchange is also featured in the Gosenshū (poems no. 

1117-1118 in the Miscellaneous I book). This took place after Emperor Uda took the Buddhist 

vows in 900, three years after he abdicated the throne. The “Shichijō Empress” in the headnote is 

an alternate title for Onshi, who was Uda’s empress. Naturally, the emperor’s decision to enter 

Buddhist priesthood brought great sadness upon his consorts and attendants, including Onshi and 

Ise. Wishing to share her distress with a kindred soul, Onshi sent Ise the first poem in the 

exchange.  

Onshi’s poem centers around the verb watasu 渡す (“to carry across,” rendered as “to 

help reach salvation” in the translation), which evokes the Buddhist notion of “leading the 

masses on the path of enlightenment” (shujō saido 衆生済度) and is also an engo 縁語 

(associated word) of “bridge” (hashi 橋). The bridge in question, Nagara Bridge, is a utamakura 

歌枕 (poetic toponym) in Settsu Province 摂津国, often used as a metonym for the idea of 

“growing old” due to the phonic similarity between Nagara 長柄 and nagaraeru 長らえる (“to 

live long”). Essentially, Onshi laments that she has turned into the Nagara Bridge—that symbol 

of old age—now that the emperor has withdrawn completely from secular life. At the time Uda 

                                                 
38 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 509-510. 
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entered priesthood, Onshi was merely 28, which is hardly in her prime but certainly seems like a 

stretch to classify as old age. 39 Here, too, is a case of role-playing: Onshi cast herself in the role 

of the doting consort whose entire world centers around the emperor. With the emperor gone 

from the secular world, all the joys of living seem to have vanished as well for her. Having a 

long life, which is normally something desirable and often wished for in celebratory poems, now 

becomes a curse rather than a blessing. 

 For her part, Ise has to perform double duty in her response: on the one hand, she has to 

show that she, too, is grieving from seeing the emperor removing himself from public life; on the 

other hand, and just as importantly, she must console the distressed empress, assuring the latter 

that in fact, the one who is whiling away her time in old age is Ise rather than the empress 

herself. Impressively, Ise managed to kill two birds with one stone by employing the very image 

of the Nagara Bridge that Onshi introduced in her poem, but with a twist: according to Ise, the 

bridge is in fact her own reflection in the river made from the empress’s tears. This is a clever 

solution to the dilemma, especially because in asserting her own sadness about the occasion, Ise 

does not try to downplay Onshi’s heartbreak. The two sorrows coexist harmoniously in an 

admittedly bleak landscape: an old, dilapidated bridge reflecting in a river of tears. 

 As is the case with Onshi’s initial poem, Ise seems to be enacting a specific role in her 

reply: that of a loyal attendant to both her mistress and the emperor—someone who was equally 

grieving for the emperor, but who also did not forget to console her distressed mistress. While 

Ise’s actual date of birth is unknown, it is believed that she was close to Onshi in age (and likely 

a few years younger). Therefore, it is just as contrived for Ise to be talking about suffering in old 

                                                 
39 Later on, Onshi’s poem is alluded to in The Tale of Genji during a scene between Kaoru and Ben, an old nun who 

served Ōigimi and Naka no Kimi. The implication of old age is much more apt in this case. See Royall Tyler, trans., 

The Tale of Genji (New York: Penguin Books, 2002), 999. 
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age. It is understood that both Onshi’s and Ise’s claims about old age are not meant to be taken 

literally, partly because hyperboles are a common feature of waka and partly because the claims 

themselves were perhaps entirely expected. While it is not explicitly stated, it is safe to assume 

that this exchange between Ise and the empress did not take place in complete privacy, i.e. they 

would have been surrounded by other ladies-in-waiting who did not directly participate in the 

exchange but would have acted as the silent audience that implicitly judged the two speakers for 

their proper use of waka conventions and imagery to produce poems befitting the occasion. Thus, 

while Onshi and Ise enacted their individual roles in their respective poems, these roles were also 

dictated to a large extent by the external expectations of the invisible audience. 

 Throughout the course of their acquaintance, Onshi and Ise have exchanged 

communication via poetry many times, and it is most illuminating to compare this particular 

exchange between the empress and her trusted attendant with those other instances. One example 

is the following exchange where Onshi asked after Ise’s young son: 

Many approached her and tried to court her, but she never paid them any heed and 

instead devoted all of her efforts to serving at court. The Emperor at the time had 

her serve him in close proximity and took pity on her. Just when people were 

admiring her firm stance toward male attention, a little prince was born. The 

consort she was serving was also appointed the Empress. She sent the young 

prince to a place called Katsura, while she herself remained in service at court. 

One rainy day, while she was idly thinking about the young prince, the Empress 

caught sight of her and recited: 

(Onshi) 

tsuki no uchi ni    Is it because you are longing 

katsura no hito o    for him of the katsura tree 

omou to ya     that grows on the moon 

ame ni namida no    that your tears are joining the rain 

soite fururamu     in falling down? 

 

月のうちに桂の人を思ふとや雨に涙の添ひて降るらむ 

 

Her reply: 

(Ise) 

hisakata no     As the village bears the name 
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naka ni oitaru     of the katsura tree that grows 

sato nareba     on the moon in the heavens, 

hikari o nomi zo    it is your blessing alone 

tanomuberanaru    that he seems to be counting on. 

 

ひさかたの中に生ひたる里なれば光をのみぞ頼むべらなる 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 22-23)40 

 

As indicated in the headnote, this exchange took place sometime after Ise had given birth to her 

son with Uda. Here, Ise’s devotion toward her position as a lady-in-waiting is emphasized: the 

only thing on her mind is her court duty, and even after childbirth, she was still fully fulfilling 

her office while delegating the task of raising her young child to someone else. It could not have 

been easy for Ise to be separated from her child, though, and her longing for the young prince 

must have been noticed by Onshi who, despite her exalted position, appears to care deeply about 

her attendants, at least insofar as the descriptions in the Ise shū is to be trusted.41 Onshi thus sent 

the opening poem to Ise, asking Ise if the rain falling outside is in fact partly caused by her tears 

of longing for her son. In reply, Ise makes no reference to the tears and rain mentioned in 

Onshi’s poem and instead chooses to emphasize her wish for her son to receive Onshi’s grace 

and blessing, stating that Onshi is the only one her son can rely on as his political benefactor. 

Unlike Uda’s official consorts, Ise’s father’s position as a mere provincial governor does not 

provide her (and by extension, her son) with powerful political backing. Ise’s reply also makes it 

clear that despite the fact that both women are involved in a relationship with the emperor, Ise by 

no means views herself as Onshi’s equal, and to her, Onshi is still a venerated presence, like the 

lofty moon in the sky.  

                                                 
40 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 69, 73. 

 
41 The closeness between Onshi and Ise has been compared to that between Empress Teishi, aka Fujiwara no 

Teishi/Sadako 藤原定子 (977-1001) and Sei Shōnagon, as made famous in Sei Shōnagon’s The Pillow Book. See 

Okazaki Tomoko, Heianchō joryū sakka no kenkyū (Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1967), 56. 
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The opening poem and the reply are linked by the image of the katsura tree that is 

conventionally believed to grow on the moon—here a metaphor for the empress. There is no 

repetition of any of the diction used in Onshi’s poem, and unlike the examples seen so far, the 

responder (Ise) does not seem particularly concerned about refuting the opening poem and 

introducing an element of surprise. At first glance, this may seem unusual for a poet of Ise’s 

caliber, but upon closer look, this seeming anomaly may be explained by the nature of Onshi’s 

poem and the essence of the relationship shared between Ise and the empress. Onshi’s poem is 

entirely focused on Ise: the observer (Onshi) who notices Ise’s longing for her son is essentially 

invisible, and there is nothing in the poem that would identify her as the empress. In her reply, 

Ise perhaps found it imperative to turn the focus of the poem around, making the empress the 

“star” of the show (with a minor role played by her young son) and otherwise obscuring herself 

completely. The abrupt change in the focus of the conversation in fact corresponds to a deliberate 

change in topic that one may find in an actual real-life conversation: being asked about herself by 

such an exalted individual as Onshi, especially on a topic that may prove to be rather touchy 

(given both women’s involvement with the emperor), Ise perhaps wanted to play it safe by 

shifting the focus toward Onshi and thereby emphasizing her gratitude toward the empress. Here, 

Ise’s poetic persona dons the role of someone who is extremely aware of her own position and 

who, by asserting her son’s dependence on the empress’s backing, is essentially pledging her 

absolute fealty toward her mistress. Without a doubt, the role that Ise plays in her reply poem 

(invisible though it is on the textual surface) is one that is primarily dictated by her relationship 

with Onshi. 

On the other hand, it does not seem that Onshi is enacting any role in particular in this 

exchange, although one may indeed argue that the empress still had her own agenda in 
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portraying herself as someone who cares deeply for her attendants. However, the difference 

between Onshi’s role in this exchange and that in the Nagara Bridge exchange is that if Onshi’s 

self-portrayal in this exchange was indeed motivated by a desire to represent herself as a 

considerate and caring empress, the role would have been chosen out of her own volition rather 

than imposed on her by the expectation of any audience. While it goes without saying that this 

exchange between Onshi and Ise likely did not happen in a completely private environment and 

other ladies-in-waiting were possibly privy to the content of their poetic conversation, Onshi’s 

choice to portray herself in such a manner in her katsura tree poem would not have been out of a 

sense of duty toward her audience—there would have been no requirement for the empress to go 

out of her way to care for a mere lady-in-waiting. The same can be said about Nakahira’s poem 

to Ise at the beginning of the Ise shū: there is no expectation from the audience as to how 

Nakahira ought to behave here—any expectations for Nakahira would no longer have mattered 

the moment he betrayed Ise’s trust. Thus, even though there may still be a certain degree of 

“role-playing” in the opening poems in both of these cases, the poetic persona is never truly the 

poet but rather the refraction of the poet through a performative lens. The dynamics between the 

poet and their audience in the katsura exchange is vastly different from that in the Nagara Bridge 

exchange.  

Ise and Uda: The Intersection Between the Public and the Private Spheres 

 The third example is a poetic exchange between Ise and Emperor Uda himself, as 

follows: 

As flowers were blooming beautifully and laden with dew in the Teiji villa, His 

Highness summoned me and showed the flowers to me. 

(Uda) 

shiratsuyu no    What is there to regret 

kawaru mo nani ka   about how quickly the silver dew 

oshikaramu    vanishes from sight? 
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arite no nochi mo   After all, this world is still full of grief, 

yo wa uki mono o   even if it were to remain. 

 

白露のかはるもなにか惜しからむありての後の世は憂きものを 

 

In reply: 

(Ise) 

uetatete    Since these are the flowers planted 

kimi ga shime yuu   and greatly cherished by you, my Lord, 

hana nareba    perhaps the dew realized 

tama to miete ya   and gathered on the flowers 

tsuyu mo okuramu   to look like splendid jewels for you. 

 

植ゑたてて君が標結ふ花なれば玉と見えてや露も置くらむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 135-136)42 

 

This exchange is also included in the Autumn II book of the Gosenshū (poems no. 279-280). The 

Teiji Villa is the place where Uda lived after he had entered priesthood. As indicated by the 

“silver dew” (白露 shiratsuyu), this exchange likely took place during autumn, the season of 

self-retrospection and reverie in waka. Due to its fleeting nature, the dew is often employed as a 

metonym for the impermanence of life—a topic that must have been foremost on the emperor’s 

mind, especially now that he has renounced the secular world. According to the headnote, Uda 

composed his poem upon looking at the dew gathered on beautifully blooming flowers. The 

dew’s tendency to quickly vanish from sight is usually a subject of much sorrow in waka, but 

Uda subverted his audience’s expectation by stating that there is nothing to be distressed about 

when it comes to the dew’s fleetingness. The reason is a rather depressing one: even if the dew 

were to remain, that does not change the fact that the world is still full of sorrow. In this 

particular instance, Uda does not seem to be enacting any predetermined role in particular—as is 

clear from the unusual take on the commonly seen trope of the fleeting dewdrops. From the 

                                                 
42 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 264, 266. 
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audience’s standpoint, there also appears to be little need for the emperor to be donning a role for 

himself—that is to say, his self-portrayal in the poem would not be motivated by how he wanted 

to be seen by others. Similar to Onshi’s katsura tree poem, the poetic persona in Uda’s poem 

may not necessarily be a perfect representation of the emperor himself, but neither is it an 

instance of audience-driven poetics.  

 Having been presented with such a gloomy outlook, Ise’s task is to come up with a way 

to lighten the collective mood. She achieved this mission by transforming the imagery of the 

fleeting dew from a symbol of impermanence to a mark of beauty, offering an alternative 

explanation for Uda’s previous observation: perhaps the dew has gathered there specifically 

because it knew the flowers are cherished by the emperor and thus wanted to present him with an 

even more beautiful visage. Ise’s reply does not necessarily address the main cause of the 

emperor’s grievance in the opening poem, which is that the world is still full of grief regardless 

of whether the dew is there or not. However, it is perhaps the best course of action she could take 

under the circumstances: the only way to dispel the gloomy outlook is to associate the imagery of 

the dew with something auspicious.  

Here, Ise takes on the role of a devoted subject to the emperor: someone who sees only 

beauty in a world overseen by the august ruler—indeed, someone whose entire world revolves 

around the emperor, because in her world, even natural objects such as dewdrops are thought to 

act out of consideration for the emperor. Another interesting thing about Ise’s reply poem is that 

the poetic persona is unspecified: while the persona is still there, the focal point of the poem is 

the dew, and there is next to no information to identify the poetic persona. This is most likely due 

to the difference between the dynamics of this particular exchange and that of Ise’s poetic 

exchanges previously discussed in this chapter. In the previous cases, there is a relative amount 
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of privacy between the interlocutors. While it is highly likely that Ise and her correspondents 

were not completely alone when they sent out and/or received the poems, there is still the basic 

assumption that the conversation is a private one that takes place between two individuals. In all 

of these cases, Ise was speaking as herself in her responses, even if the reader is aware of the 

ultimate distinction between the poetic persona and the actual author. However, in her reply to 

Uda’s poem, Ise was not speaking as herself but rather as a proxy for everyone else present at the 

occasion. Indeed, given that Uda’s poem is more reminiscent of a dokueika (i.e. a solo 

composition/poem) than a zōtōka (exchanged poem), it would appear that he was talking to 

everyone at the same time and to no one in particular. Likewise, Ise’s reply was from the 

perspective of the general audience, with the idea being that she was speaking for everyone else: 

all subjects of the emperor shared the same feeling of awe and reverence in the presence of the 

august ruler, and Ise was but one among many. 

Indeed, Ise’s reply to Uda’s poem in this case greatly resembles another poem that she 

composed during another occasion when the emperor was present: 

On the occasion when the Teiji Emperor [Uda] visited Yukiyoshi’s residence in 

Ono to admire the plum blossoms. 

 

omoiidete     Had he not remembered 

mi ni kozariseba    to come and see the flowers, 

mume no hana     to whom would the plum blossoms 

tare ni nioi no     transfer their beautiful fragrance 

ka o utsusamashi    to the sleeves of his robe? 

 

思ひ出でて見に来ざりせば梅の花誰に匂ひの香を移さまし 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 92)43 

 

                                                 
43 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 199. 
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As indicated in the headnote, the poem was composed on the occasion of the emperor visiting 

the residence of someone by the name of Yukiyoshi. The season is spring, for the plum flower 

blossoms are in full bloom. Ise was likely present as part of Uda’s entourage, and she composed 

the above poem presumably to commemorate the occasion. Given the circumstances, this poem 

could be classified as a shōwaka 唱和歌—a “harmonizing poem.” The basic distinction between 

a zōtōka and a shōwaka is that while zōtōka is a poem composed in a poetic exchange between 

two poets, shōwaka is composed in a larger social occasion with at least three people 

participating.44 Thus, this poem is categorically different from the zōtōka examples analyzed so 

far. However, as will be seen, it is similar in certain ways to Ise’s reply to Uda’s poem in the 

dewdrops exchange and speaks volumes about the way the expectations of the audience shape 

the poem. 

 In this particular poem, Ise once again employs personification to attribute human 

emotions and actions to an inanimate object—the plum blossoms at Yukiyoshi’s residence in this 

case. To celebrate the emperor’s august visit, she talks of how, thanks to the emperor’s presence, 

the plum blossoms can transfer their lovely fragrance to the sleeves of his majesty’s robe. 

Presumably, the plum blossoms would not have bloomed in vain and there would have been a 

memento, even after they eventually and inevitably scatterred. Even though Ise was most likely 

coming here together with Uda, her poem was composed from the point of view of someone 

belonging to the side of the host, i.e. Yukiyoshi. The poem is an expression of the host’s honor to 

                                                 
44 There is some debate as to whether the “three people” minimum should apply to the number of people composing 

the poetry, or if it should simply be the number of people present at the occasion when the poetry is composed. 

While the commonly accepted view among waka scholars is that shōwaka refers to poems composed by at least 

three people (see Tani Tomoko, Waka bungaku no kiso chishiki, Tokyo: Kadokawa, 2016, 118), some scholars have 

started proposing that the “three-people rule” should simply serve as a determinant of whether a situation is “social” 

enough for the poetry composed to be shared among more than two people (see Kurata Minoru, “Genji monogatari 

no nishu ika no ‘kaigō no uta’: dokueika, zōtōka no minaoshi,” Ōtsuma kokubun, no. 43 [March 2012]: 61-79). 
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receive the emperor’s august presence at his humble dwelling. Again, there is no clear poetic 

persona in the poem: for all intents and purposes, she could be any member of the audience, and 

there is nothing specific that ties her to Ise. This poem is highly similar to the dewdrop poem 

where Ise similarly turned her poetic persona into a mouthpiece for the collective audience rather 

than for herself as an individual. The sentiment expressed is something that is shared by 

everyone present at the occasion, who could not help but feel awed by the emperor’s presence. In 

their world, the plum blossoms only gain meaning after they have been enjoyed by the 

emperor—both their lovely appearance and their scent. The rhetorical question in Ise’s poem 

implies that the emperor is the only one whose sleeves the plum blossoms would want to transfer 

their fragrance to; indeed, the implication seems to be that the whole world exists for the sake of 

his enjoyment and appreciation.  

 In both poems, the poet is not speaking from a personal point of view but rather that of a 

collective consciousness, one that is shared by everyone—humans and plum blossoms included. 

The nature of the occasion required Ise to put her “self” aside and speak for the larger 

audience—a clear example of how the expectations of the audience dictated the parameters for 

the poetic persona. That two poems belonging to two different categories of waka (i.e. shōwaka 

and zōtōka) share such similarities is proof of the important role played by the expectations of 

the audience in shaping the poems, showing that the audience is a constant presence in almost all 

instances of poetry composition, even if it is not always so easy to see.  

In Closing 

 The zōtōka that were chosen in this chapter represent three possible relationship 

dynamics between the poetic persona and her audience. The first example is a typical instance of 

communication between lovers; in this particular case, the conversation takes place toward the 



69 

 

end of the relationship. There is a relative amount of assumed privacy to this exchange: the 

poetic personae may be presumed to be speaking for the poets themselves, not as proxies for 

anyone else. The primary audience in this case consists of the lovers only—for Ise, that audience 

is Nakahira. The second example is a little more ambiguous: Onshi’s opening poem seems to 

have been specifically addressed to Ise, but given the former’s status, it is safe to assume that she 

would have been surrounded by attendants when this exchange took place. Thus, the audience in 

this case would have consisted not only of Ise and the empress, but also of the other ladies-in-

waiting who were privy to their conversation. Both women were performing pre-established 

roles that fit their audience’s expectations, despite the fact that outwardly, the poems seem to be 

spoken from a very personal point of view. The last example is perhaps the least private of the 

three: despite the fact that there was an opening poem from the emperor and a reply from Ise, it 

may be more accurate to think of Uda’s poem as not being addressed to anyone in particular and 

simultaneously, being addressed to all of his subjects, whereas Ise was replying not in her 

capacity as an individual but rather as one of the emperor’s subjects.  

 Despite the difference in the dynamics between the poet-performer and the audience, in 

all three cases, the poetic persona appears to be the joint product of both the poet and her 

audience, whether it be an audience of one or many. In the first exchange, Ise took on the 

conventional role of the waiting woman who had no say in the relationship and who could only 

while her days away as she waited for the man’s infrequent visits—a role that would resurface 

again and again in the poetry of many other female poets, including famous authors like Izumi 

Shikibu and Michitsuna’s Mother. In the second exchange, with her audience consisting of both 

the empress and her fellow ladies-in-waiting, Ise chose to enact the role of a loyal attendant who 

was speaking both for herself as an individual and for all of the other ladies-in-waiting present. 
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The situation calls for both Ise’s personal empathy with the grieving empress and her impersonal 

response to the emperor’s renunciation of the secular world—a reaction that would be shared 

among all of the emperor’s subjects. In the last exchange, Ise’s response to Uda’s poem is 

completely impersonal, with no reference to the speaker herself. All the actions centered on the 

dewdrop, the topic introduced in the emperor’s poem. This is the expected type of response, due 

to the fact that Uda’s poem was not addressed to any individual per se. It is thus appropriate for 

Ise to assume the role of a faceless, nameless companion to the emperor—someone who is the 

same as everyone else vis-à-vis the august ruler. In all cases, successful communication is 

established when the poet is cognizant of her audience’s expectations and performs accordingly. 

 Knowing the audience’s expectations is not an automatic skill. Knowledge of the craft is 

cultivated through various means, such as perusing the poetry written by other respected poets or 

learning it from another skilled poet. Ise would have performed similar duties for Onshi, as it 

was customary for powerful statesmen to equip their daughters’ entourage with learned female 

attendants such as Ise in order for them to educate these high-born ladies on essential skills such 

as composing poetry, playing musical instruments, calligraphy, or painting. Indeed, in The Tale 

of Genji, the character Suetsumuhana is described as being rather inadequate when it comes to 

the art of poetry, and on several occasions, her ladies-in-waiting either have to urge her to 

compose a reply poem or take her place and compose the poems themselves.45 Naturally, the 

ability to accurately grasp the type of poetry being called for in a certain circumstance, as well as 

the skill to perfectly execute that vision of the perfect poem was a highly coveted asset for 

anyone who was a member of the aristocratic circle.  

                                                 
45 See Royall Tyler, trans., “The Safflower (Suetsumuhana),” in The Tale of Genji, 111-133.  
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 As waka evolved with time, so did its conventions and expectations. Toward the end of 

the Heian period, waka was increasingly transformed from a social phenomenon into a literary 

one, or at the very least, a more rigorous art that was accompanied by stricter rules and 

regulations. There was a greater focus on composing poetry as a literary pursuit—an art of the 

written words rather than as a social practice. This is especially evident in the fact that 

composing poetry on assigned topics (daiei 題詠) became the norm, as did composing sequences 

of a set number of poems (the most popular being sequences of a hundred poems, or hyakushu 百

首). At the same time, poetic treatises and commentaries became a more and more frequent 

presence in the waka community, making it both easier for poets to familiarize themselves with 

the rules and conventions of the medium and also harder to satisfy the demands of these more 

concretely defined criteria. With that being said, the greater prevalence of the practice of daiei 

means that to some extent, poets also experienced more freedom in terms of the roles that they 

may choose to let their poetic personae enact. The existence of a topic for the poetry composed 

adds a layer of separation between the historical author and the poetic persona, making it 

possible for the poet to take on a greater variety of roles, such as those belonging to a person of 

the opposite gender or a different social level. This is not to say that the practice of composing 

poetry based on topics did not exist prior to the late Heian period (Ise herself had composed 

several poems from the point of view of a man), but as it became more and more common, the 

general relationship between the poet and the audience as well as how the poet navigated the 

expectations of both the genre and that audience underwent considerable changes—an area to be 

explored.  

 The examples analyzed in this chapter are but a small sample of the types of performer-

audience dynamics that may be found in waka, but they demonstrate the need to take the 
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audience into consideration when examining the poetic persona. As is apparent through a brief 

analysis of these poetic exchanges, the poet is rarely ever the sole determiner of which role the 

poetic persona is to enact—to a large extent, the choice is influenced by the audience of the 

poem, not to mention the constraints of the genre itself. By taking into account all the different 

factors that come into play during the creation of the persona, one may begin to disentangle the 

intricate network of social elements that altogether make up the phenomenon that is waka. Only 

then will the figure of the author come into actual focus, allowing for a fuller understanding of 

the creative process of waka. 
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Chapter 3: Solo Compositions: Constructing Portraits in Solitude 

Dokueika: A Definition 

Of all the sub-categories of waka, dokueika is perhaps the most ambiguous. There 

appears to be no agreed upon English translation for the term dokueika, perhaps because this 

category of waka is less often discussed in English scholarship. Helen McCullough rendered the 

term as “independent compositions,” Doris Bargen used the term “solitary poems,” while Edith 

Sarra opted to give an explanation of what the term means (“waka composed without a specific 

addressee in mind”) without giving an actual translation for the term.1 I choose to render the term 

as “solo composition,” for reasons that will be made clearer later on in this chapter.  

Among Japanese scholarship, there also does not seem to be any general consensus on 

the term’s exact definition, although the gist of these various definitions tend to be the same. For 

example, Yoshimoto Takashi emphasizes two main points: (1) dokueika is an expression of the 

poet’s feelings and (2) dokueika does not have any audience except for the poet himself or 

herself, i.e. the poem does not serve the purpose of transmitting information.2 The term 

“audience” used in this proposed definition refers to the immediate audience (i.e. someone who 

is meant to receive the poem), which is to be distinguished from the secondary audience, i.e. 

those who have second-hand access to the poem via the means of word-of-mouth or poetry 

                                                 
1 See McCullough, Brocade by Night, 133, Doris Bargen, A Woman’s Weapon: Spirit Possession in The Tale of 

Genji (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 333, and Edith Sarra, “Sanuki no Suke,” in Japanese 

Women Writers: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook, ed. Chieko Irie Mulhern (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1994), 

333. 

 
2 Yoshimoto Takashi, “Kagerō nikki ni okeru jojutsu no hōhō to shite no dokueika no tanjō,” Jōchi daigaku 

kokubungaku ronshū 26 (1/1993): 103. The term translated as “audience” here is “ukete” 受け手. 
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compilations.3 Some other proposed definitions are: “poems composed impromptu when [the 

poet] is alone,”4 “poems composed on one’s own, expressing one’s feelings,”5 and “the 

expression of the poet’s feelings in the form of waka.”6 Furthermore, while not a definition, in 

his schema of categorizing all of the poems that appear in the Tale of Genji based on their 

communicative function (tsūtatsu kinō 通達機能), Suzuki Hideo designates dokueika as those 

poems that are “solo recitations for diversion or practice poems, where there is absolutely no 

intention of communication.”7 It is clear that in all of these extrapolations on the meaning of the 

term, the assumption is that dokueika is a direct expression of the poet’s feelings, composed 

when the poet is alone, and does not serve the purpose of interpersonal communication. 

Indeed, the aloneness of the poet in dokueika is implied by the term itself: “ei” 詠 (“to 

compose”) is the act of producing the poem, while “doku” 独 (“alone”) specifies that this act 

happens in solitude. Consequently, the ostensible lack of an audience understandably gives rise 

to the notion that there is less of a requirement on the poet to comply with audience expectations 

and genre conventions. For example, scholars such as Shinozuka Sumiko have proposed the 

categorization of waka into what she terms “autonomous poems” (jiritsu no uta 自律の歌) and 

“heteronomous poems” (taritsu no uta 他律の歌) instead of the usual categories of “formal 

poems” (hare no uta 晴れの歌) and “informal poems” (ke no uta 褻の歌), which are based on 

                                                 
3 I avoid using the term “addressee” here because in many cases, a dokueika can still be addressed to a specific 

entity, such as a bird or a flower. 

 
4 Itō Haku, Man’yōshū no kōzō to seiritsu, vol. 2 (Tokyo: Hanawa Shobō, 1974), 275. 

 
5 Shinozuka Sumiko, Izumi Shikibu: inochi no uta (Tokyo: Shibundō, 1976), 12. 

 
6 Takekawa Noriko, “Sagoromo monogatari no dokueika,” Kokubun 52 (1/1980), 5. 

 
7 Suzuki Hideo, “Genji monogatari sakuchū waka ichiran,” in Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū, vol. 25, Genji 

monogatari 6, eds. Abe Akio, Akiyama Ken, Suzuki Hideo (Tokyo: Shōgakkan, 1994), 581. 
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the occasion of composition (kaei no ba 歌詠の場), or the function-based categories of zōtōka, 

dokueika and shōwaka. In Shinozuka’s proposition, “autonomous poems” are those where there 

are no constraints (seiyaku 制約), such as dokueika and poems purely on nature scenery, whereas 

the term “heteronomous poems” applies to those where there are some forms of constraints, such 

as zōtōka and daiei-uta 題詠歌 (poems composed on set topics).8 Such a schema of 

categorization is clearly based on the idea that in certain sub-types of waka such as dokueika, the 

poet is freer to express himself or herself, without the stricter limitations found in other waka 

sub-types such as zōtōka and daieika. 

However, it is common knowledge that true solitude in Heian aristocratic life was 

oftentimes a mere illusion: one was almost always surrounded by other ladies-in-waiting and 

attendants, even when conducting the most private of affairs. As such, the poet is rarely ever 

truly alone, and it is almost impossible to keep anything to oneself. Furthermore, there is the 

secondary audience who also has access to the poems, usually in the form of poetry collections. 

The act of composing a poem is almost enough to guarantee that it will reach someone’s eyes or 

ears, and the designation of “dokueika” is no less than an oxymoron: so long as something is 

“composed,” it is nearly impossible for it to remain “solitary.” In other words, the solitariness of 

the poetic persona in dokueika is itself part of the “performance,” and in this chapter, I will show 

that even in the seemingly constraint-less category of dokueika, the poet is still governed, to a 

certain extent, by the expectations of her audience (even if that audience is invisible), as well as 

the expectations of the dokueika poetic category itself. I argue that even in dokueika, the poetic 

persona still enacts specific roles that she deems appropriate for the occasion, and the solitariness 

that the poetic persona displays in these poems is a part of the performance. Despite the tendency 

                                                 
8 Shinozuka, Izumi Shikibu, 11-12. 
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in traditional scholarship to characterize dokueika as poems that are entirely directed internally, 

i.e. toward the poet’s own self, I maintain that in dokueika, the poet is in fact highly aware of the 

audience and that the act of composing poetry inherently establishes interpersonal 

communication and accomplishes the goal of transmitting information, even if the dynamic 

between the poet and her audience may not be the same as in other categories of waka where 

direct communication is the priority. 

The Changeability of Dokueika 

Before delving into the actual contents of dokueika, it needs to be said that the 

categorization of a particular poem as a dokueika is a highly ambiguous one. For example, it has 

been pointed out that under certain circumstances, poems composed for fixed number poetry 

sequences (teisūka 定数歌), for screen paintings (byōbu-uta), and for poetry contests (uta-awase 

uta 歌合歌) can also be considered dokueika. A poem that was originally meant as a dokueika 

can subsequently turn into a zōtōka if the poet later decides to send it to someone else.9 There are 

also cases where a poem was composed in solitude but ends up being responded to afterwards. 

An example can be found in the Ise shū itself: 

During the autumn when the Teiji Emperor abdicated: 

[…] 

          (Ise) 

wakaruredo    So we must part, 

ai mo omowanu   but given that the palace 

momoshiki o    does not feel the same way that I do, 

mizaramu koto no   what is there for me to be sad 

nani ka kanashiki   about never seeing it again? 

 

別るれどあひも思はぬ百敷を見ざらむことの何か悲しき 

 

is what I wrote on the wall of the Kokiden, whereupon the emperor saw it and 

wrote on the side: 

          (Uda) 

                                                 
9 Gotō Shōko, “Dokueika ron: eitan no henbō,” Kokubun mejiro 7 (3/1968): 30. 
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mi hitotsu ni    It is only me 

aranu bakari zo   who shall be gone from here; 

oshinabete    everyone else 

yuki kaeritemo    can come and go as they please— 

nadoka mizaramu   why would you not see the palace again? 

 

身一つにあらぬばかりぞおしなべて行き帰りてもなどか見ざらむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 239-240)10 

 

The first poem was composed by Ise on the occasion of Uda’s abdication in 897, which was 

accompanied by his consorts’ vacating the Inner Palace as well. Naturally, Ise’s mistress (Onshi) 

was among those who had to make this move, and as part of Onshi’s entourage, Ise also found 

herself having to say farewell to the imperial palace. The emotional occasion prompted Ise to 

compose the famous poem that was written on the wall of the Kokiden11—an established practice 

in waka where a person would attach a poem to a pillar or wall of a building where they have 

lived for a long time, when they are about to depart the location permanently.12  

In the poem, Ise essentially posed a rhetorical question: what is there for her to be sad 

about leaving the palace, given that the palace (an insentient entity) is incapable of feeling the 

same way about her? As is usually the case with rhetorical questions in waka, the implicit answer 

to Ise’s question is: “No, there is nothing for me to be sad about.” However, this is an act; that 

the poet went out of her way to compose a poem for the occasion indicates that she was feeling 

                                                 
10 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 418-19. “The Teiji emperor” refers to Uda. This famous exchange is also featured at the 

very beginning of the Yamato monogatari 大和物語 (Tales of Yamato, early 10th c.), a collection of poetic 

anecdotes. 

 
11 The poem was most likely written on a piece of square paper (shikishi 色紙) that was then pasted on the wall, 

rather than written directly on the wall. In Japan, precedent for this practice has occurred since as early as 

Man’yōshū time (poem no. 1016 by Kose no Sukunamaro 巨勢少麻呂, composed during a privately hosted 

banquet), and there is evidence of this practice in China as well. See Konishi Jin’ichi, A History of Japanese 

Literature, vol. 1: The Archaic and Ancient Ages, trans. Aileen Gatten and Nicholas Teele, ed. Earl Miner 

(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984), 241. 

 
12 Iwahara Mayo, Genji monogatari no jūkankyō: monogatari kankyōron no shikai (Tokyo: Ōfū, 2008), 53. 
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strong emotions about leaving the palace. As remarked by Iwahara Mayo, the poems that are 

attached to pillars and walls of buildings on the occasion of the poet’s departure from that 

location usually serve the purpose of severing the poet’s attachment to the old location and 

mentally preparing himself or herself for the new place.13 Indeed, a similar sentiment on the part 

of Ise may be detected here: the pronouncement of her lack of detachment to the palace is but a 

brave front that is put up to help ease the transition. 

Upon seeing Ise’s poem, the retired emperor decided to reply with a poem of his own, in 

which he appears to console Ise while at the same time implying that he is the one who has more 

to be sad about on this occasion: he is the only one who will truly be gone from the palace (as he 

is stepping down from the throne), but a lady-in-waiting like Ise can simply return, perhaps 

under another capacity. In other words, unlike the retired emperor, whose tie to the palace is 

intimately linked to his position as the sovereign, Ise’s tie to the place is not as solid, and as such, 

she has a lot more freedom to revisit the palace as she pleases. The “refutation” in the reply is 

very typical of zōtōka. 

The seemingly contradictory stance assumed by the poetic persona in Ise’s poem is also 

one that is commonly seen in zōtōka, where the neglected lover implicitly laments her sorry 

plight (despite claiming that she is not hurt by her lover’s fickleness), although in this case, the 

cold-hearted “lover” is the palace instead of an actual person. Indeed, it is highly likely that the 

poem was meant to be a zōtōka addressed to Uda, or at the very least, it was meant to be seen by 

him, as it was deliberately put in a relatively public space. However, so long as it was not 

specifically sent to Uda, the poem would remain a dokueika—that is to say, until the retired 

emperor decided to pen his own reply to it. At this point, the dokueika turned into a zōtōka. 

                                                 
13 Iwahara, Genji monogatari no jūkankyō, 53. 
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Another example of such ambiguity regarding a poem’s dokueika status can be found in 

the following episode from the Kagerō nikki: 

The sixth month arrived. From the first part of the month, long rains poured 

down. Looking out at the garden, something I wrote for myself: 

 

wa ga yado no     Around my house, 

nageki no shitaba    trees sorrow, their lower leaves’ 

iro fukaku     color deeply fades, 

utsuroinikeri     while the long rains pour into 

nagame furu ma ni    these gazing eyes, I grow old. 

 

わが宿のなげきの下葉いろふかく移ろひにけりながめふるまに 

 

As I pondered these things, the seventh month came. 

 

Around the time when I was thinking to myself, if the marriage is over and done, 

perhaps that would be better than just having him come infrequently, there was a 

day when he visited. As I said nothing, there was an uncomfortable feeling in the 

room; in the course of making conversation, one of my attendants happened to 

mention the “lower leaves” poem that I had written the other day. Upon hearing it, 

he said this: 

 

ori narade     Even out of season 

irozukinikeru     these maple leaves have taken 

momijiba wa     a scarlet color, 

toki ni aite zo     meeting the time, how much more 

iro masarikeru     splendid will their color be. 

 

折ならでいろづきにけるもみぢばは時にあひてぞ色まさりける 

 

At which, I drew the inkstone to me and wrote this: 

 

aki ni au     Meeting fall—from favor 

iro koso mashite    their color is even more 

wabishikere     tired and worn, 

shitaba o dani mo    the lower leaves can only 

nagekishi mono o    grieve in a forgotten forest. 

 

秋にあふ色こそましてわびしけれ下葉をだにもなげきしものを14 

 

                                                 
14 Translation by Sonja Arntzen, in The Kagerō Diary: A Woman’s Autobiographical Text from Tenth-Century 

Japan (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, University of Michigan, 1997, emphasis in original), 75-77. The 

Japanese is taken from Kikuchi Yasuhiko, Kimura Masanori, Imuta Tsunehisa, eds., Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku 

zenshū, vol. 13, Tosa nikki, Kagerō nikki (Tokyo: Shōgakkan, 1995), 104-105. 
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In this excerpt from Michitsuna’s Mother’s personal diary, the “protagonist,” Michitsuna’s 

Mother, composed a dokueika during a moment of reverie when she gazed at the garden under 

the long summer rain. The source of her reverie is her husband’s neglect (a common occurrence 

for the typical Heian lady). As has often been pointed out, this poem appears to be strongly 

influenced by the following famous poem by Ono no Komachi: 

 hana no iro wa    Alas! The beauty 

 utsurinikeri na     of the flowers has faded 

 itazura ni     and come to nothing, 

 wa ga mi ni yo ni furu    while I have watched the rain, 

 nagame seshi ma ni    lost in melancholy thought. 

 

 花の色は移りにけりないたづらにわが身世にふるながめせしまに 

 

(Kokinshū – Book 1 [Spring I] – Poem no. 113)15 

 

In the Komachi poem, the poetic persona laments about how the beauty of the flowers has faded 

in the long rain, just as how her own beauty has faded while she grows old and finds herself lost 

in reverie. Similarly, in Michitsuna’s Mother’s first poem, the poetic persona complains about 

how the color has faded from the lower leaves of the trees in her garden—a metaphor for her 

own declining looks. Just as in the Komachi poem, the long summer rain (nagame ながめ) 

functions as a homonym for “reverie,” and it also evokes the imagery of falling tears. And 

similar to the Komachi poem, the auxiliary verb keri けり is employed, suggesting a sudden 

realization: the fading of the color of the leaves, like her own declining looks, was so gradual 

that it was imperceptible at first, until all of a sudden, she is hit with the realization and was 

presumably prompted to pen the poem. 

                                                 
15 Translation by McCullough, in Brocade by Night, 222-223. The Japanese is taken from Ozawa and Matsuda, 

Kokin wakashū 1, 68-69. 
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Despite the fact that Michitsuna’s Mother’s poem was meant as a dokueika, based on the 

narration that followed, it is clear that at least one of her attendants was aware of the poem’s 

content and ended up revealing the poem to the author’s husband, Fujiwara no Kaneie 藤原兼家 

(929-990), who came by to visit on a later date. Upon learning of the poem’s existence, Kaneie 

composed a reply poem on the spot, which prompted the author to compose a further response. 

In his poem, Kaneie observed the conventions of zōtōka by repeating the imagery of the autumn 

leaves that was used in the original dokueika and subverting the reader’s expectation by 

declaring that the changing of the colors of the leaves is a mark of beauty (and not a sign of 

declining looks). Kaneie’s maneuvering in his reply poem is a clever one, as he made use of the 

fact that the verb “utsurou” 移ろふ has the double meaning of “to fade” and “to gain color.”16 

By switching out the verb “utsurou” and opting to use the verb “irozuku” 色付く (“to gain 

color”) instead, Kaneie got rid of the negative connotation in relation to fading looks and turned 

the image of the leaves around, assuring his wife that the change in color is a positive one, 

thereby affirming that her beauty will grow even more when the time comes, like leaves turning 

a beautiful crimson color in autumn. Ironically, Kaneie’s maneuvering worked from a logical 

standpoint because even though Michitsuna’s Mother’s initial poem was composed in the Sixth 

Month, which was still during the summer, he did not visit her until the Seventh Month, when 

the season turned into autumn, and the mention of beautiful colored leaves became natural. 

However, Michitsuna’s Mother did not fall for her husband’s glib compliment; she once again 

reverted the imagery of the coloring leaves back to her husband’s unfaithfulness, employing a 

                                                 
16 This apparent contradiction can perhaps be explained by the fact that in its original sense, the verb simply means 

“to change.” 
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play-on-word with the word “aki,” which could refer to both the season autumn (秋) and one’s 

loss of interest (飽き).  

As these examples from the Ise shū and the Kagerō nikki show, a poem that was 

originally composed as a dokueika may ultimately turn into a zōtōka if it ends up generating a 

response. Thus, even when the poem itself remains the same, its status as a dokueika can change, 

depending on its reception. The Kokiden wall poem was originally a dokueika because it was not 

sent to anyone in particular: the posture assumed by the poetic persona is that of someone who is 

lamenting alone. However, this changed when Uda composed a reply to the poem, thus rendering 

the lament a shared activity: Ise was not the only one who was sad about leaving the palace; if 

anything, Uda was the one who was suffering more. In a similar manner, Michitsuna’s Mother’s 

initial poem was meant to be a dokueika, despite the fact that her attendants were privy to the 

content of the poem. However, with Kaneie’s reply, the initial poem ceased to be the poetic 

persona’s internal monologue and turned into part of a conversation.17 It may thus be argued that 

dokueika is not so much defined by its content, but rather by how it accomplishes its function as 

a performance—the dynamics between the poet-performer and her audience holds the key to the 

status of the poems.18 Furthermore, poets must have been aware of dokueika’s possibility of 

                                                 
17 It should be noted that the categorization of this poem, whether as a dokueika or as a zōtōka, is a matter of debate 

among scholars. For example, Nakata Hideo considers this poem a dokueika despite the poetic conversation that 

eventually ensued, whereas Kawamura Yūko claims that its status changed from dokueika to zōtōka the moment 

Michitsuna’s Mother’s attendant recited the poem to Kaneie. See Nakata Hideo, Kagerō nikki to Sarashina nikki 

(Tokyo: Meiji Shoin, 1978), 66 and Kawamura Yūko, “Kagerō nikki to waka: Genji monogatari no ‘zetsubō’ ni 

mukatte,” in Genji monogatari to waka o manabu hito no tame ni, ed. Katō Mutsumi and Kojima Naoko (Kyoto: 

Sekai Shisōsha, 2007), 189. 

 
18 On the other hand, one may also pose the question: what about poems that were originally meant to be zōtōka, but 

never received a reply in the end? In considering poems from the Kagerō nikki, Kawamura Yūko classified these 

“failed” zōtōka as dokueika (see Kawamura, “Kagerō nikki to waka,”190-191). As this question is beyond the scope 

of this dissertation, I will refrain from attempting to give my own answer, but one point that is worth raising is the 

fact that there are poems that are possibly zōtōka but are ultimately categorized as dokueika because there is no 

recorded response, either due to a lack of proper documentation or simply because they failed to generate a reply 

from the other party. Thus, the categorization of poems as zōtōka may also have its own ambiguity. 
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turning into zōtōka, i.e. from a poem not meant for an audience to one that not only is read but 

also responded to. As such, one may consider the likelihood that waka poets did keep their 

potential audience in mind in composing dokueika. The dokueika label is readily changeable, and 

the poet composing dokueika is always ready for these poems to fall under the scrutiny of 

someone else’s eyes. 

“Alone” in Company: The Heian Poet and the Lack of Private Space 

 One also needs to take into consideration the fact that the waka poet, especially during 

the height of the Heian aristocracy, was rarely ever truly alone. The following episode near the 

beginning of the Ise shū is a good example of the kind of interpersonal dynamics one may expect 

to find with regards to personal space: 

This time, they were traveling and stopped for the night at a place called Koshibe. 

Thinking back on the evocative scenery she witnessed at the previous temple, she 

murmured the following poem to herself: 

 

mi mo hatezu    Unable to see through to the end 

sora ni kienade   either that scenery or my desire to vanish 

kagiri naku    into the sky without a trace, 

itou uki yo ni    I have now returned 

mi no kaeri kuru   to this unbearably sorrowful world. 

 

みも果てず空に消えなで限りなく厭ふ憂き世に身の帰り来る 

 

and her sleeves were soaking wet with tears. 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 8)19 

 

The “evocative scenery she witnessed at the previous temple” is in reference to the poem 

immediately preceding this one, as well as its headnote. As discussed in the previous chapter, the 

beginning of the Ise shū details Ise’s failed romance with Fujiwara no Nakahira and her 

subsequent temporary withdrawal from service at court to Yamato Province, where her father 

                                                 
19 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 36. 
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used to hold a governor’s post and where Ise herself presumably spent some time during her 

formative years. After spending three months in Yamato, in the poem preceding the dokueika 

above, Ise’s entourage visits a temple called Ryūmon20 and sees a magnificent waterfall there. 

The headnote to this previous poem then goes on to say that there is a place (more specifically a 

cavern, according to the second and third manuscript lineages of the Ise shū) that is said to be the 

dwelling of immortals here, and the scenery evoked deep pathos in Ise, who was still recovering 

from her heartbreak.  

In the dokueika, Ise thinks back about the almost otherworldly scenery she witnessed at 

the Ryūmon Temple and laments the fact that she was unable to leave this world behind (both in 

the literal sense of dying and in the figurative sense—as an immortal ascending into the sky). 

The visit to the Ryūmon Temple was merely an interlude, and now she has come back to the 

mortal world. As is customary of dokueika, Ise’s poem was composed during a moment of great 

emotional distress, prompted by her awareness of the fact that the Ryūmon Temple and its 

purported “dwelling of the immortals” are now firmly behind her, and what lies ahead is the 

“unbelievably sorrowful world” of humans, along with its heartbreaks and sufferings. The poem 

is perhaps in anticipation of what Ise knows would eventually come: she cannot stay in 

Yamato—her safe place—forever. Before long, she would have to return to court service and 

resume writing the chapters of her life. And sadly, Ise could not share any of these harrowing 

feelings with anyone else. The private nature of this matter of the heart makes it impossible for 

her to discuss it with anyone other than the man she was romantically involved with, but given 

that the relationship had been irrevocably broken, Ise had lost the one person in whom she could 

                                                 
20 The temple no longer exists, but its location would correspond to present day Yoshino in Nara. 



85 

 

confide. The biggest irony of the situation is that he was the very reason why she was suffering 

this heartbreak. 

The headnote makes it clear that Ise was quite likely surrounded by the other people in 

her party (after all, it is unlikely that a temporary lodging during one’s travel would allow 

everyone to have their own quarters). And yet, not only did she compose the poem, she even 

“murmured [the poem] to herself,” which makes it almost a certainty that someone would 

overhear her.21 Thus, it is safe to assume that the author was fully aware of the lack of privacy 

but still chose to recite the poem out loud. Indeed, it may even be said that the purpose of 

reciting the poem here was to be overheard: the dokueika was a performance of a personal 

romantic tragedy in which the poetic persona played the role of the tragic heroine who was 

abandoned by her lover and could not relate her story to anyone else. She had an audience who 

could hear her laments, but to the extent that they did not and could not participate in her 

monologue, she was alone. The fact that the poet composed a dokueika while presumably 

surrounded by other people is also worth noting for another reason: it reinforces the contrast 

between the author’s physical state (being surrounded by others) and her mental state (being 

unable to share how she feels inside). 

 Whether the poet was actually alone or surrounded by other people, dokueika are still 

conceptually understood to be poems composed in solitariness, and this fact would sometimes be 

emphasized by the poet or the narrator of the narrative. For example, in the Kagerō nikki, there 

are several instances such as the following, where the narrator (who is also the protagonist/poet) 

highlights how alone she is when composing these poems: 

These days, the appearance of the clouds is never calm, one never knows what the 

weather will do next, and I imagine how the aprons of those tending the fields are 

                                                 
21 Note that in the case of Michitsuna’s Mother’s “lower leaves” poem in the Kagerō nikki, the poem was written 

down instead of recited aloud, and yet her attendants were still aware of the poem’s existence and its content. 
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always drenched. I have not even heard the voice of the cuckoo. Although people 

who brood over love are not supposed to be able to sleep when they lie down, 

strangely enough, I seem to be sleeping very well. But one or the other of my 

attendants will say, “Night before last, I heard its voice.” “It was crying this 

morning at dawn too,” and since others have heard it, I feel rather ashamed to say 

that I am one who hasn’t yet, so not saying anything to others, just feeling this in 

my heart: 

 

ware zo ke ni   Could I truly have fallen asleep 

tokete nurameya  without a single worry? 

hototogisu   No, my increasing troubling thoughts 

mono omoi masaru  would surely turn into the voice of the cuckoo— 

koe to naruramu  one full of sadness. 

 

われぞけにとけて寝らめやほととぎすもの思ひまさる声となるらむ 

 

Thus, I spoke quietly to myself.22 

 

In this segment, Michitsuna’s Mother is still troubled by her rocky relationship with her husband, 

and her anxiety is heightened even more by the fact that she has failed to hear the voice of the 

cuckoo while others have heard it. As the cuckoo’s voice can usually be heard during the night or 

very early in the morning, her failure to catch it implies that she has been sleeping too soundly, 

which was at odds with her supposedly troubled state of mind. The poem is Michitsuna’s 

Mother’s attempt to reassure herself: in the first two lines, she poses a rhetorical question, asking 

whether she has indeed been so sound asleep. The implicit answer is of course “No”: she has not 

been sleeping so soundly, for she has been agonized by her harrowing thoughts. The last three 

lines is a prediction about the future: surely all of her worries will eventually manifest 

themselves as the voice of the cuckoo—one that is full of sadness, just as her own thoughts. 

                                                 
22 Translation by Arntzen, The Kagerō Diary, 310-311, except for the poem, where I have supplied my own 

translation due to differing interpretation with Arntzen’s. The Japanese is taken from Kikuchi, Kimura, Imuta, Tosa 

nikki, Kagerō nikki, 302. 
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 Gotō Shōko has remarked that the cause of dokueika may be found in “sorrows that no 

one else can voice [on behalf of the character], or that cannot be shared with anyone else.”23 

Even though Gotō’s observation is specifically aimed toward dokueika in tsukuri-monogatari 作

り物語 (fictional prose narrative), it may be argued that the same thing can be said for dokueika 

in general. Indeed, a similar dynamic can be observed in this episode from the Kagerō nikki (as 

well as in the Ise shū episode cited above, to a certain extent). In this particular example, 

Michitsuna’s Mother is meticulous in depicting her own isolation: starting from her inability to 

catch the sound of the cuckoo, which creates the initial divide between her and her attendants, 

the author finds herself ashamed and unable to share this fact with anyone else, which creates a 

further emotional divide, and finally, her emotional isolation reaches the point of climax where 

she composes the dokueika, stating that she is “just feeling this in [her] heart” instead of “saying 

anything to others.” However, in the sentence immediately following the poem, it is revealed that 

the poet actually recited the poem aloud, albeit quietly to herself. Given the previous description 

of her overhearing her attendants’ conversations, one is tempted to assume that this vocal 

expression of the protagonist’s emotions would have been overheard by her attendants as well. 

Even if she did manage to keep the poem all to herself, the very fact that one is able to read an 

account of the whole affair makes it clear that there may be no such thing as a truly private poem 

and the solitude portrayed in the narrative may be performative: a stance adopted by the poet 

precisely for the purpose of depicting herself in a state of being isolated from those around her. 

Indeed, the fact that the poet is most likely physically surrounded by others serves to reinforce 

her emotional isolation. 

                                                 
23 Gotō, “Dokueika ron,” 31. 
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Performative Solitude and the Choice of Dokueika 

 Sometimes, the choice to compose a dokueika, which implies the poet’s emotional 

isolation, is depicted in stark contrast with the fact that the poet could have chosen to engage in a 

conversation with someone else. The following episode from the Ise shū is a good example of 

this scenario: 

The young prince who was born as a result of her time in service to the emperor 

left this world at the mere age of five. No words could describe her anguish, but 

such is the way of the world. There was nothing she could do, no matter how 

much she lamented, and even though at times she wished she herself could cease 

to exist, things wouldn’t go the way she wanted them to. And thus day and night, 

she yearned for the late prince. Just then, she received the following from the man 

who nicknamed her “Miss Seen”: 

 

omou yori     The thoughts in my heart— 

iu wa oroka ni     if I were to voice them aloud, 

narinureba     so ordinary they’d become. 

tatoete iwan     There are no words I may borrow 

kotonoha zo naki    to express my feelings. 

 

思ふより言ふはおろかになりぬればたとへて言はむ言の葉ぞなき 

 

It was impossible for her to deal with things at this time, so she did not reply. 

 

On the fifth day of the Fifth Month of the next year, she heard the cries of a 

cuckoo and composed: 

 

Shide no yama     O Cuckoo, 

koete kitsuramu    having come all the way 

hototogisu     from beyond the Shide Mountain, 

koishiki hito no    pray tell me about what’s happened 

ue kataranamu    to him whom I long for. 

 

死出の山越えて来つらむ郭公恋しき人のうへ語らなむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 26-27)24 

 

                                                 
24 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 80, 83. 
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As indicated in the headnote to the first poem, the context is the untimely passing of Ise’s young 

son with Emperor Uda. The first poem (no. 26) was a condolence poem from a friend/admirer of 

Ise’s: Taira no Sadafumi 平貞文 (c. 872 – 923), or better known as Heichū. 25 The poem is quite 

straightforward, as is often the case with poems expressing condolences. The sentiment 

expressed is one that is still relevant in the present day: in the presence of someone else’s 

unspeakable sorrow, it is not easy to find the right words to convey one’s sympathy. Although in 

waka, it is commonplace to express ideas in roundabout ways, using plays on words and rhetoric 

devices, in this particular situation, as the poetic persona stated, such rhetoric is not appropriate 

for the occasion. As for Ise, it is clear from the postscript to the poem that she was in no state of 

mind to send a reply, and it may also be understood that her sorrow at losing her son was not 

something that could be shared with someone else, even when the other person took the initiative 

to open communication.  

The next poem (no. 27) was not composed right after the death of Ise’s son but at least 

five months later. In the poem, the poetic persona calls out to the cuckoo (hototogisu 郭公), a 

bird that is associated with the summer months and more importantly, it is perceived as a kind of 

messenger between the world of the living and the world of the dead in waka. The poetic persona 

implores the bird to tell her about her son who has passed on to the other world, for the bird is 

believed to have come from beyond the Shide Mountain (which is regarded as a barrier between 

the world of the living and that of the dead)26 and must thus carry tidings of her late son. The 

                                                 
25 He is the eponymous protagonist of the poem-tale Heichū monogatari 平中物語 (Tales of Heichū). Although 

Heichū and Ise appear to share an on-and-off courting relationship (mostly one-sided on Heichū’s part), they also 

seem to be on friendly terms. 

 
26 The cuckoo is believed to migrate to Japan from the continent during the early summer (Fourth Month) and sing 

in the mountain villages until the Fifth Month, where it leaves the mountains and comes sing in more well-inhabited 

places, including the capital. The belief that the cuckoo crosses over the Shide Mountain in the summer is partially 

based on this more general idea. 
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occasion of the poem is the tango no sekku 端午の節句 (Fifth Day of the Fifth Month) 

celebration. On this date, it was customary to decorate one’s living space with sweet flags (shōbu 

菖蒲) and “medicine balls” (kusudama 薬玉), which were believed to have the power to exorcise 

evil influences. It is said that the origin of this celebration was due to the fact that the fifth day of 

the Fifth Month was roughly the transition between spring and summer, when people tended to 

become sick and even died due to the changing weather. Furthermore, the beginning of the Fifth 

Month, which is also the beginning of summer, coincides with the appearance of the cuckoo, a 

summer bird. Thus, it is possible that the poet was prompted to compose the poem partly because 

of the specialness of the occasion—a time of the year when matters of sickness and health were 

foremost in everyone’s minds, which may have held special meanings for Ise who lost her young 

son just the year before.  

 In the first poem by Heichū, Ise was invited to share her feelings but chose not to do so; 

in the second poem, she decided instead to confide her grief to the cuckoo, using personification 

to speak to the bird as though it can understand her. The juxtaposition of the two poems 

highlights the fact that Ise had a choice to speak to another human being about her grief, but she 

chose not to return Heichū’s communication and to compose a dokueika that is addressed to a 

bird instead. This action seems futile at best, as the cuckoo cannot possibly respond to her. And 

yet, perhaps that is exactly the way the poet wanted to portray her poetic persona: someone who 

is unable to share her feelings with another human being, whose only choice of companionship is 

a bird who can neither sympathize with nor console her. Granted, in waka, the cuckoo is believed 

to be able to cross the border between the world of the living and that of the dead, so it might be 

the perfect choice for the addressee of the poem, as the bird may be considered an “insider” 
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whom Ise can confide in. However, at the end of the day, it is clear that the bird cannot return the 

poet’s communication, and the poetic persona remains emotionally isolated from her peers. 

 Personification—the rhetorical device where the poem is addressed to non-human beings, 

such as birds or flowers—is a technique that is often favored in dokueika. This turn toward 

nature can be observed in the following example: 

ume no hana    O plum blossoms, 

ka ni dani nioe    send forth your fragrance, if nothing else, 

haru tachite    for spring has arrived, 

furu awayuki ni   and your color is lost 

iro magau meri   amidst the light snow falling. 

 

梅の花香にだに匂へ春立ちて降る淡雪に色紛ふめり 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 90)27 

 

There is no preface to this poem so the context is not entirely clear, but based on the content of 

the poem, one may guess that it was composed on a rather special date—the first day of spring 

(risshun 立春). The occasion is heralded by the appearance of plum blossoms, but due to the 

proximity to winter, there is still snow falling, making it difficult for the poetic persona to 

visually distinguish between the snow and the blossoms. The poem employs the rhetorical device 

mitate 見立て (visual association, or sometimes referred to as “elegant confusion”), where two 

(or more) objects visually resemble each other to a great degree, and this resemblance is then 

exaggerated with the poet claiming that she is unable to tell the two objects apart. In this 

particular case, Ise used the technique to emphasize the whiteness of the plum blossoms, 

claiming that their color perfectly blends in with that of the light snow falling. The use of mitate 

signifies that the poetic persona is enacting a role: that of someone who cannot tell the plum 

blossoms and the snow apart—a stance very often seen in waka. Personification is also 

                                                 
27 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 196. 
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employed: the poet implored the plum blossoms to send forth their sweet fragrance so that she 

may tell them apart from the snow. Obviously, the plum blossoms cannot understand the poetic 

persona’s request, but the act of speaking to the flowers (as well as the pretense of not being able 

to tell the snow and the blossoms apart) establishes the poetic persona as someone who has an 

appreciation for the elegant beauty of nature, while at the same time implying the solitude of the 

poet, whose companion of choice is the inanimate plum blossoms. 

 Another example of the technique of personification being used in dokueika is the 

following from the Ise shū: 

On visiting Hatsuse, I was reminded of the time when my parents were still alive: 

 

naku o dani    Just the sound of my crying 

shiru hito ni seyo   should tell you that I’m no stranger, 

yamabiko no    O mountain echo. 

mukashi no koe wa   You must be familiar with my voice, 

kiki mo shiruramu   having heard it from that time long ago. 

 

泣くをだに知る人にせよ山彦の昔の声は聞きも知るらむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 252)28 

 

This is a lament poem composed after the passing of Ise’s parent(s), possibly her mother.29 In 

this poem, the poetic persona talks to the mountain echo (yamabiko 山彦), conjecturing that it 

must surely be able to tell who she is based on the sound of her crying (out of longing for her late 

parent), because she had been there in the past (with her parent). As with the cuckoo poem and 

the plum blossoms poem, the mountain echo is personified and serves as the target of the poetic 

                                                 
28 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 435. 

 
29 It is not clear whether the poem refers to the passing of Ise’s father or mother, but given that Hatsuse, where the 

Hasedera Temple is located, was a popular pilgrimage spot for Heian female aristocrats, it may be conjectured that 

Ise used to make the pilgrimage with her mother, and the trip evokes memories of her mother after the latter passed 

away. Poem no. 132 in the Ise shū similarly expresses the poet’s grief upon revisiting Hatsuse, and the headnote 

accompanying the Gosenshū version of this poem clearly states that it was soon after Ise’s mother passed away, so it 

seems fair to assume that this poem was also composed for the same occasion. 
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persona’s imploration. Being a part of nature, the mountain echo has always been there, 

unchanged—unlike humans who eventually must leave this world. Somewhat similar to the 

cuckoo which is believed to be able to cross over the mountain separating the world of the living 

and that of the dead, the mountain echo is regarded as a kind of link between the past and the 

present, and by extension, between those who have passed and those who are still living. The 

irony is once again palpable: the one thing that may commiserate with Ise on the passing of her 

parent is something that cannot respond to her. 

However, personification is not the only method employed to highlight the poet’s 

solitude. Consider the following lament poem from the Ise shū: 

kimi ni yori     Perhaps I shall die 

hakanaki shi ni ya    an even more fleeting death 

ware wa sen     than you did, 

koi kakusu beki    for I cannot bear to live on 

inochi naraneba    while keeping my love hidden inside. 

 

君によりはかなき死にや我はせん恋隠すべき命ならねば 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 177)30 

 

This poem was composed after the death of Prince Atsuyoshi, a long-time lover of Ise’s. The 

conception is quite simple: the poetic persona declares that she might just follow in the late 

prince’s footsteps and have her life end just as fleetingly, because she cannot bear to live on 

while having to hide her love from everyone else. Even though the relationship between Ise and 

Prince Atsuyoshi was likely a matter of public knowledge, especially given that they have a 

daughter together,31 the difference in the two’s status might have made it ill-advised for Ise to 

publicly show just how much the prince’s death affected her. This poem is rather peculiar in that 

                                                 
30 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 325. 

 
31 Their daughter is Nakatsukasa 中務 (912-991), a prominent female poet in her own right and a possible candidate 

for the role of the Ise shū compiler. 
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it is addressed to the late prince—someone who is no longer in this world. With personification, 

even though the addressees cannot possibly respond to the poetic persona, at the very least, they 

can listen to her problems; in this case, however, there is no possible way for the addressee to 

even listen to the poetic persona, and this fact makes the futility of the situation even more 

poignant: the only one the poetic persona can and wants to speak to is someone who can no 

longer hear her, much less respond to her.  

While the above poem is clearly different from the previous poems that employ 

personification, all of these poems are similar in the poetic persona’s attempt to establish 

communication with someone or something that is incapable of providing a response—either 

because the “something” is a non-human entity or because the “someone” is no longer among the 

world of the living. This situation is especially prevalent in lament and love dokueika, due to the 

fact that the person the poet wants to speak to the most is no longer in this world or already out 

of her life, but this same stance can also be observed in seasonal dokueika, such as in the plum 

blossoms poem analyzed above. The one-sidedness of the communication reinforces the poetic 

persona’s emotional isolation from her peers: even when the poet is surrounded by people, it is 

not always easy to find someone who can resonate with her feelings. However, one should also 

keep in mind that the aloneness of the poetic persona is itself an important part of the 

performance—a carefully tailored portrait. 

Dokueika and the “Performance of Sorrow” 

Not only is the poet’s solitude in dokueika a part of the performance, the emotional 

distress and agony portrayed in these compositions may in fact be a part of the performance 

itself. Indeed, personal tragedies being used as (literal) performances might have existed since as 

early as the Man’yō period (c. 650-750, when the poetry in the Man’yōshū was composed). For 
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example, Itō Haku has argued that the famous Man’yōshū poet Kakinomoto no Hitomaro 柿本人

麻呂 (660-724) in fact served the role of a poet-performer (uta-haiyū 歌俳優) at the Nara court 

and many of his supposedly personal poetic exchanges with his wife might have been 

specifically produced for the entertainment of the members of the royal family.32 The poems 

concerned are a series of sōmonka (exchanged poems) between Hitomaro and his wife in Iwami, 

depicting the couple’s pain at having to bid goodbye to each other, with Hitomaro’s wife 

remaining in Iwami while Hitomaro had to return to his service in the capital.33 Based on the 

differences between the variants of these poems that are all included in the collection, Itō posited 

that these poems were modified in accordance with the feedback from the poet’s audience after 

they were performed, and in one case, one poem in this sequence might have actually been 

composed by a member of Hitomaro’s audience. Itō even went so far as to propose that a series 

of lament poems (banka 挽歌) composed on the occasion of Hitomaro’s death was also the result 

of such performative activities. 

Itō’s general argument with regard to the performative nature of Hitomaro’s poetic 

activities is supported by Anne Commons, who agrees that it is plausible that Hitomaro’s 

successes in official, public poetry performances may have naturally resulted in commissions for 

similar performances, albeit in a more private setting. As Commons pointed out, the sōmonka 

that Hitomaro supposedly exchanged with his wife have often been used to supply details of 

Hitomaro’s private life, but this is problematic, not the least of which because of the possible 

                                                 
32 Itō Haku, “Hitomaro no shōgai: sono ‘shi’ ni tsuite,” Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 38:12 (9/1973): 8-17. 

 
33 According to Itō, the poems that were composed by Hitomaro’s “wife” might in fact have been composed by 

another female poet-performer at court, and Hitomaro performed the tragic scene of parting from his “wife” together 

with this female poet for the entertainment of the Nara courtiers. 
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fictionality of these poems.34 Indeed, I make a similar argument with regard to Ise’s poetry: 

despite scholars’ tendency to garner information about Ise’s private life from her personal poetry, 

there is always the possibility that her poetry was composed in response to external expectations 

and constraints, even in situations that seem to be completely under the poet’s control. In the 

case of a majority of dokueika, the “performance of sorrow,” as I call these displays of emotional 

isolation and personal grievances, may in fact be a response—if not entirely then at least 

partially—on the part of the poet to what her audience wishes to see. 

Naturally, it cannot be established whether Itō Haku’s theory with regard to Hitomaro’s 

performances of personal tragedies has any validity at all—at most, the evidence given by Itō 

indicates that these poetry compositions underwent several stages of alteration, but to reconstruct 

the actual occasions of composition or performance from the textual evidence requires a stretch 

of the mind. Nevertheless, the fact that each poem exists in multiple versions does hint at a 

possible cycle of feedback and rewriting, which would imply that there is an audience actively 

involved in the reception of Hitomaro’s poetry. In the case of the Heian-period dokueika 

depicting the poetic persona in emotional turmoil, it is even harder to imagine these highly 

private poems being performed in front of an actual audience—if anything, the transmission of 

these poems likely occurred via the means of whispered conversations and gossips. Nevertheless, 

sorrowful stories—especially those of the romantic kind—still have their fair share of 

audience,35 and it may be argued that the Heian-period dokueika served similar functions to 

Hitomaro’s sōmonka and banka: the depiction of the poetic persona undergoing great distress 

                                                 
34 Anne Commons, Hitomaro: Poet as God (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2009), 24-25. 

 
35 One prime example is Bai Juyi 白居易 (772-846)’s Song of Everlasting Sorrow (Chang Hen Ge 長恨歌, 809), 

which enjoyed great popularity among the Heian aristocracy. Ise’s mistress, Empress Onshi, even had screen 

paintings based on this poem produced, and Ise was commissioned to compose a series of poems from the point of 

view of both Emperor Xuanzong and Yang Guifei. 
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while remaining in a state of emotional isolation from the people around her was in itself a 

performance. Both the poet as performer and her audience benefited from the performance: for 

the poet, the act of vocalizing her feelings served as a means of catharsis, whereas for her 

audience, the performance satisfied their desire for a vicarious, emotionally charged experience. 

Perhaps it is no coincidence that “hidden love” (shinobu koi 忍ぶ恋) is a popular 

category among love poems, and this topic (dai 題) is also regularly featured in poetry contests 

(uta-awase 歌合). These are poems that are conventionally composed from the male point of 

view.36 Typically, in these poems, the male poetic persona laments the fact that he must keep his 

feelings hidden from the woman he loves. The emotional struggle faced by the poetic persona is 

mainly depicted as a conflicting state of mind, one where he understands the need to conceal his 

feelings but at the same time, his passion is so strong that it is difficult to keep it contained. 

One famous example of the degree to which these “hidden love” poems are enjoyed by a 

vast audience (and the high stakes involved in these compositions) is the following two poems 

by Taira no Kanemori 平兼盛 (d. 991) and Mibu no Tadami 壬生忠見 (n.d.), which were 

matched against each other in the Tentoku yonen dairi uta-awase 天徳四年内裏歌合 (Poetry 

Contest Held at Court in 960, hereafter “Tentoku dairi uta-awase”) and later on both chosen to 

represent each poet in Fujiwara no Teika’s Ogura hyakunin isshu: 

 (Mibu no Tadami) 

 koi su chō    My name already 

 wa ga na wa madaki   is bandied about with 

 tachinikeri    rumors I’m in love— 

 hito shirezu koso   though, unknown to anyone, I thought, 

omoi someshika   I had only just begun to love her! 

 

こひすてふわがなはまだきたちにけり人しれずこそ思ひそめしか 

                                                 
36 Gotō Shōko, “Joryū ni yoru otoko uta: Shikishi Naishinnō uta e no ichi shiten,” in Sekai e hiraku waka: gengo, 

kyōdōtai, jendā, eds. Haruo Shirane, Kanechiku Nobuyuki, Tabuchi Kumiko, Jinno Hidenori (Tokyo: Bensei 

Shuppan, 2012), 64. 
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(Taira no Kanemori) 

shinoburedo    Even though I hide it, 

iro ni idenikeri   it shows all over my face, 

wa ga koi wa    such is my longing, 

mono ya omou to   so that people ask me 

hito no tou made   “What are you thinking about?” 

 

しのぶれどいろにいでにけりわがこひはものやおもふと人のとふまで 

 

(Tentoku dairi uta-awase – Poems nos. 40-41)37 

 

This pair of poems is so popular that Fujiwara no Kiyosuke 藤原清輔 (1104-1177) even 

included an anecdote about how the match was decided in his poetic treatise Fukuro zōshi 袋草

紙 (Book of Folded Pages, before 1159)—a testament to the amount of public interest that the 

poems generated. In both poems, the male poetic persona grappled with the concept of “hidden 

love”: feelings that must be concealed from the eyes of others. However, in both instances, the 

poetic persona was not so successful, and his secret affair was a matter of public knowledge: in 

the first case, the poetic persona’s feelings are so clearly shown on his face that people cannot 

help asking him directly about it, and in the second case, rumors have already started, even when 

the poetic persona has barely begun feeling the way he does. The fact that these poems, which 

were composed on a topic that was fundamentally private, ended up enjoying great popularity in 

the public space of poetry contests and beyond suggests that there might have been a certain 

amount of audience demand for these private, personal (albeit fictional) tragedies. This goes to 

show that part of dokueika’s charm might have been due to its paradoxical nature: on the surface, 

the subject matter is something that is highly private, and that is precisely why it appeals to the 

gossip-loving mentality of the Heian aristocrats.  

                                                 
37 Translation from Joshua Mostow, in Pictures of the Heart: The Hyakunin isshu in Word and Image (Honolulu: 

University of Hawai’i Press, 1996), 260, 263. The Japanese is taken from the Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 5, Uta-

awase hen (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1983-1992). 
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The Emotional Landscape of the Poetic Persona in Dokueika 

 It has been pointed out that dokueika is often used in prose fiction to effectively paint a 

picture of a character’s emotional landscape. For example, Komachiya Teruhiko has noted how, 

in the Tale of Genji, Kaoru is one of the characters who appear to have a special relationship 

with dokueika: in total numbers, the amount of dokueika composed by Kaoru is only second to 

those composed by Genji, the titular character, and in terms of the ratio out of total poetic output, 

Kaoru is also second only to Ukifune. Along with this observation, Komachiya remarked that the 

world of dokueika, where communication fails, is a dreary one where all venues of emotional 

interaction have been closed.38 In a somewhat similar manner, Kawamura Yūko observes how, in 

Book II of the Kagerō nikki, Michitsuna’s Mother’s dokueika are all directed toward her 

husband, Fujiwara no Kaneie, even if they are not actually sent to him. The use of these dokueika 

helps portray Michitsuna’s Mother’s emotional struggle as she finds herself having no outlet 

other than one-sided poems.39 

 Indeed, several dokueika in the Ise shū appear to be utilized to the same effect: they 

depict the poetic persona from a more personal angle that is not quite present in other waka 

categories, such as zōtōka or shōwaka. Consider the following example: 

sadame naki    The tears I shed 

yo o kiku koro no   when hearing about 

namida koso    how uncertain life could be 

sode no ue naru   indeed form the deeps and shallows 

fuchise narikere   on the sleeves of my robe. 

 

定めなき世を聞く頃の涙こそ袖の上なる淵瀬なりけれ 

 

                                                 
38 Komachiya Teruhiko, “Genji monogatari sakuhin ron to waka,” in Murasaki, no. 19, 7/1982. 

 
39 Kawamura Yūko, “Udaishō Michitsuna no Haha no kekkon to jinsei: waka o chūshin ni,” in Kagerō nikki, eds. 

Ishihara Shōhei, Tsumoto Nobuhiro, Nishizawa Masashi (Tokyo: Benseisha, 1990), 268-269. 
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(Ise shū – Poem no. 221)40 

 

In this poem, the poetic persona expresses her sorrow upon hearing some upsetting news—likely 

of someone’s untimely death.41 The unspoken message here seems to be: “if something like that 

could happen to someone else, it could happen to me as well.” The imagery of the “deeps and 

shallows” (fuchise 淵瀬) is used as a metaphor for the impermanence of life, where everything 

could seemingly change in the blink of an eye, and the use of the metaphor is linked to that of 

tears, which, according to the poetic persona, are falling so copiously that they are forming a 

river on the sleeves of her robe (a conventional hyperbole in waka). The reader is shown a 

glimpse into the poet’s inner mind and sees an existential anxiety that anyone could relate to, not 

only during Ise’s time but even in the present day. 

 Another example from the Ise shū: 

tatoe kuru   As I am no different 

tsuyu to hitoshiki  from the morning dew— 

mi ni shi areba  that symbol of ephemerality, 

wa ga monoomoi ni  I might just vanish from the pain of my reverie, 

kenamu to ya suru  like the morning dew vanishing in the sunlight. 

 

たとへくる露と等しき身にしあれば我が物思ひに消なむとやする 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 243)42 

 

This second poem makes use of the imagery of the dew—a common metaphor for ephemerality 

in waka. The poetic persona compares herself to the dew, which can easily vanish in the morning 

sun, just like she may perish from her painful thoughts. The double meaning is achieved by the 

                                                 
40 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 391. 

 
41 In the Ise shū, this poem is placed right after a poem that was composed after the mourning period for Ise’s father 

ended. However, as pointed out by the editors of the Ise shū zenchūshaku, the diction suggests that the tragedy 

alluded to in the poem is hearsay and not something the poetic persona experienced personally, so it was likely an 

unrelated incident.  

 
42 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 424. 
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use of the wordplay on “mono-omoi” (or “mono-omohi” in historical kana orthography) 物思ひ 

(“reverie”) and “hi” 日 (“sun”). Once again, the focus of the poem is on the poet’s inner anxiety 

and worry over what the future may bring: with each new day, she is revisited by the worry once 

more, like the morning dew that does not know whether it will vanish in that day’s sunlight. 

As can be seen from these examples, the most prevalent source of anxiety for the average 

Heian poet appears to be the uncertainty of life, i.e. the uneasiness associated with growing old, 

not knowing when one’s end would come. Yet another example in this same vein is the 

following Ise shū poem: 

nigoru e no    The deep marsh of the muddy inlet 

kata fukaku koso   has become so shallow, 

asenikere    lotus flowers have started growing there. 

mi o hachisu sae   When I unashamedly look at myself, 

mireba oinikeri   I realize just how old I’ve become. 

 

濁る江のかた深くこそあせにけれみをはちすさへ見れば生ひにけり 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 249)43 

 

This poem is a reflection on the poetic persona’s declining looks as she grows older. The gist of 

the poem is conveyed through the last two lines, where the wordplays on “mio/mi o” (水脈 

“waterway”/身を “(one’s) self”), “hachisu/hajizu” (蓮 “lotus”/恥ぢず “unashamedly”) and “ou” 

(生い “to grow”/老い “to become old”) establish the double meaning: lotus flowers have 

bloomed in the water, while the poetic persona takes an unashamed look at herself and realizes 

just how much she has aged. The first three lines appear to be a “preface word” (jokotoba 序詞) 

to the main content in the last two lines, although some commentators also interpret them to refer 

                                                 
43 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 431. 
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to a man’s affection turning shallow.44 This intensely intimate moment of self-contemplation is 

certainly something that would not often be found even in private communication like a zōtōka, 

much less in other, more public sub-categories of waka. The focus is not just on old age but also 

on how the poet’s looks have suffered with time.  

In a way, the poet’s lament about her declining physical looks resembles that found in 

Michitsuna’s Mother’s “lower leaves” poem, but one difference between the two poems is that in 

the latter, which originated as a dokueika but eventually turned into a zōtōka, there is a strong 

directionality—it is readily understood that the source of Michitsuna’s Mother’s emotional 

agony is her husband, or more specifically, his neglect of her, and the poem is a thinly veiled 

complaint of his treatment of her. In Ise’s dokueika, the entire focus is on the self; her poetic 

persona is not someone who is complaining about a lover’s unfaithfulness but simply someone 

who is taking a long, honest look at herself and noticing just how quickly time is passing by, and 

what a toll it has had on her. Indeed, the sentiment found in Ise’s poem highly resembles that of 

the poetic persona in Ono no Komachi’s “beauty of the flowers” poem (which seems to be a 

direct inspiration for Michitsuna’s Mother’s poem), and one may imagine the poetic persona in 

Ise’s poem joining the imaginary rank of other such female poets who similarly lamented the 

passing time and their diminishing charms. Such is the dimension that this poem added to the 

overall portrait of Ise the poet. 

In some cases, the emotional struggle faced by the poetic persona in dokueika is also 

represented in the poem with the persona facing a dilemmatic situation: on the one hand, she 

laments the thought of having to keep her feelings bottled inside; on the other hand, she 

                                                 
44 See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 431-432.  
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expresses an awareness of how futile it is to voice her feelings out loud. An example of this can 

be found in the following poem: 

At a time when I was worrying over something: 

 

mi no uki o    Even if I were to put into words 

iwaba hashita ni   the things that pain me, 

narinubeshi    it would just end up half-baked; 

omoeba mune no   but if I were to only think of them, 

kudake nomi suru   my heart feels like it would shatter. 

 

身の憂きを言はばはしたになりぬべし思へば胸の砕けのみする 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 218)45 

 

In the poem, the poetic persona expresses her conflicting emotions: she knows that words are not 

enough to adequately convey her feelings, but at the same time, she also knows that keeping 

them inside would only serve to increase her pains. And yet, the fact that this poem still ended up 

being composed indicates that the dilemma itself is also part of the performance and that its 

depiction is crucial in representing the poetic persona’s conflicted emotional state. In a sense, 

this is another manifestation of the oxymoron regarding the term dokueika: the moment the poem 

is “composed,” the poetic persona is no longer “solitary.”  

This contradictory stance with regard to the desire to keep things hidden and the desire to 

put her emotions into words can be observed in some other examples from the Ise shū, such as: 

When I began talking to someone, but they still had to mind the eyes of others: 

 

aimite mo   Though we’ve exchanged the vows of love, 

tsutsumu omoi no  still we have to conceal our feelings— 

wabishiki wa   how excruciating! 

hitoma ni nomi zo  And still, I can only weep aloud 

ne wa nakarekeru  when there is no one around. 

 

逢ひ見てもつつむ思ひのわびしきは人間にのみぞ音は泣かれける 

 

                                                 
45 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 385. 
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(Ise shū – Poem no. 144)46 

 

In this poem, the poetic persona laments about the fact that the relationship must be kept hidden 

and that she can only weep when no one is looking (for fear of having the relationship exposed), 

even though the feelings of both parties are mutual. The irony of the situation is that even the 

mere act of crying, which helps provide an outlet for the poet, can only be carried out in secret, 

away from the prying eyes of others, which further compounds the emotional agony. The 

dokueika becomes a last resort for the poet to express her feelings, but given the fact that even 

poetry is hardly a private venue for self-expression, one can only find any attempt on the poet’s 

part to keep her affair or feelings hidden futile. The reader cannot help but feel some sympathy 

for the poet, who finds herself in such a predicament. However, as pointed out by the editors of 

the Ise shū zenchūshaku, this poem was in fact composed for the Teiji-in Poetry Contest, albeit it 

did not make the final cut for the actual contest.47 It is thus clear that the poem was intended to 

be a uta-awase uta and not a dokueika—the poet is not composing as herself but rather as a 

poetic exercise, and the headnote at the beginning of the poem was simply a fabrication.48 This 

example greatly illustrates how the notion that a poem is a dokueika can be used effectively to 

create the sense that the poet is speaking from her heart and that the persona being portrayed is 

no different from the poet herself, even when this is not actually the case. 

                                                 
46 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 277. 

 
47 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 279. 

 
48 Hirano Yukiko goes further to speculate that the poetic persona in this poem is speaking from the male point of 

view. However, there is not much evidence to back up this hypothesis. See Hirano Yukiko, “Ise shū,” in Shin Nihon 

koten bungaku taikei, vol. 28, Heian shikashū, eds. Inukai Kiyoshi, Gotō Shōko, Hirano Yukiko (Tokyo: Iwanami 

Shoten, 1994), 35. 
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Rethinking the Definition of Dokueika 

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the notion of dokueika is not so easily 

defined. A poem that was originally composed as a dokueika may ultimately turn into a zōtōka, 

due to its being used in communication—sometimes against the author’s will, as is the case with 

Michitsuna’s Mother’s “lower leaves” poem in the Kagerō nikki. The reverse situation may also 

occur: a poem that was originally intended to be a zōtōka may never receive a reply, raising the 

question of whether it should effectively be considered a dokueika or not. Furthermore, a poem 

that was originally composed as a dokueika can be retroactively presented as a zōtōka or a 

byōbu-uta when it later appears in a poetry collection, for example, and the opposite is also true, 

where a poem composed for another type of occasion (such as a uta-awase uta, like the last 

example from the previous section) can be presented as a dokueika, simply by attaching an 

appropriate headnote to it.49 This suggests that the definition of dokueika is subject to how a 

poem functions as a performance, as its status can change depending on the configuration of the 

performance itself: since the poem is a performance, which consists of a performer and an 

audience, its status as a dokueika is defined not by what the poem itself contains, but by how the 

poet-performer and her audience are situated in the performance, and a change in this 

configuration could result in a change in a poem’s dokueika status.  

At the same time, however, I have also shown in this chapter that dokueika does have its 

own “conventions,” or at the very least, it is possible to observe certain characteristics that are 

common to dokueika. Some of these characteristics, such as the portrayal of the poetic persona as 

a lonesome figure who is emotionally isolated from her peers, may even be said to be unique to 

                                                 
49 Chapter Five (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers, Part II: The Power of Paratexts in Shaping 

Interpretation”) further discusses examples of how the same poem can appear in different poetry collections with 

different headnotes, which, in some cases, results in different categorizations of the same poem and consequently 

different interpretations as well. 
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dokueika, which is why it is possible to talk of a poem that is an “archetypal dokueika” but that 

may still end up turning into a zōtōka, depending on the manner in which it is received.50 

Therefore, it would seem that the concept of dokueika needs to be revisited in order to account 

for this apparent contradiction. Indeed, I propose a distinction between the notions of “functional 

dokueika” and “conceptual dokueika,” where “functional dokueika” are poems that ultimately 

served as dokueika, regardless of the author’s original intention, whereas “conceptual dokueika” 

are poems that are meant to be dokueika, regardless of what functions they ultimately served. 

This distinction between the author’s intent and the audience’s involvement would undoubtedly 

prove to be productive when it comes to discussing these highly ambiguous poems, especially 

when the poet-audience dynamics is not so straightforward. 

One example of how this distinction may be greatly valuable is in examining byōbu-uta, 

a subset of waka that was composed for the express purpose of decorating screen paintings 

(byōbu-e 屏風絵). In its earliest form, there was a tendency for the poetic persona to draw 

attention to the painting’s inherent quality as a painting, which is its unmoving, unchanging 

visage, but as byōbu-uta gained popularity and the practice of composing such poems became 

more widespread (and in a way, more formalized), there was a shift from this “painting as 

painting” tendency toward a “painting as reality” approach, which oftentimes imbues the 

paintings with realistic qualities such as sound, scent, motion, and the progression of time, thus 

blurring the boundary between the world inside the paintings and the outside world.51 These 

                                                 
50 Kawamura, “Kagerō nikki to waka,” 189. The poem in question is Michitsuna’s Mother’s “lower leaves” poem. 

 
51 For a discussion in English of this movement in byōbu-uta, see Sorensen, Optical Allusions, 10. Sorensen partly 

attributes this changing tendency to the growing popularity of the imperially commissioned anthologies themselves, 

arguing that there was an increased awareness that poems included in such collections should not be too dependent 

on their circumstances of composition, i.e. they should be able to function as standalone poems rather than be 

intelligible only in conjunction with the screen paintings they accompanied. 
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byōbu-uta tend to be composed from the point of view of a character inside the painting itself 

rather than from the perspective of someone from the outside world looking in.52 It is with this 

second category of byōbu-uta that the notion of “conceptual dokueika” comes to play an 

important role. 

As discussed above, these poems composed from the point of view of a character inside 

the painting do not fit the traditional definition of dokueika.53 However, it is clear that these poems 

can be considered dokueika when seen from the perspective of the character inside the painting. In 

fact, without a headnote explaining the circumstance of composition, it is not always easy to tell 

whether a poem is a byōbu-uta that draws on the visual representation of nature inside a painting, 

or if it is a dokueika that takes its inspiration from real life. Take the following example from the 

Ise shū: 

A scene of a riverside with cherry blossoms: 

minazoko ni    When I see the reflection 

utsuru sakura no   of the cherry blossoms 

kage mireba    on the bottom of the water, 

kono kawatsura zo   I find myself having a hard time 

tachi ukarikeru   leaving this riverside. 

 

水底にうつる桜の影見ればこの川つらぞ立ち憂かりける 

 

                                                 
52 Yoshikawa Eiji posited that the perspective of the poetic persona can be used to divide all byōbu-uta into two 

distinct categories: that where the poetic persona speaks from a position external to what is depicted in the painting, 

and the other where the poetic persona is a character inside the painting. See Yoshikawa Eiji, “Byōbu-uta no seisei 

to Kokinshū,” Chūko bungaku 26 (1980): 12-24 and “Kokinshū izen no byōbu-uta,” in Waka bungaku ronshū, vol. 5, 

Byōbu-uta to uta awase, ed. Waka bungaku ronshū iinkai (Tokyo: Kazama shobō, 1990), 51-80. Tamagami Takuya 

even went so far as to propose two different names for these two categories of byōbu-uta: he referred to the former 

category as “byōbu-e-uta” 屏風絵歌 (“screen painting poems”) and the latter as “byōbu-uta.” See Tamagami 

Takuya, “Byōbu-e to uta to monogatari to,” Kokugo kokubun 22, no. 1 (1953):1-20. Note, however, that the 

denomination of Tamagami’s categories appears rather problematic: as the presence of paintings is itself a 

distinctive feature of this particular subcategory of waka, the use of the single word “e” (painting) to distinguish 

between the two categories seems rather ill-advised. 

 
53 For the sake of simplicity, I am using the criteria laid out at the beginning of this chapter for defining the 

“traditional dokueika,” i.e. a poem that expresses the poet’s state of mind and does not serve the purpose of 

establishing communication. As the character inside the painting is not the poet, it stands to reason that byōbu-uta 

cannot be classified as dokueika in the traditional sense of the word. 



108 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 64)54 

 

This poem was composed for the screen paintings commissioned by Fujiwara no Kiyotsura 藤原

清貫 (867-930) for the fortieth birthday celebration of Fujiwara no Mitsuko 藤原満子 (874–

937), but without being informed of the context, one would be hard pressed to tell the poem apart 

from a regular dokueika. On its own, the poem appears to be composed by someone who is 

looking at the reflection of cherry blossoms on a water surface. Mesmerized by the beautiful 

visage, the poetic persona finds it hard to take herself away from the view. Naturally, one may 

assume that the season is spring, due to the presence of cherry blossoms. However, as this is in 

fact a byōbu-uta, all of these conjectures are only true as far as the painting itself is concerned: 

the vision described in the poem is that of a painting, and the poetic persona is a character within 

that landscape. By understanding that these byōbu-uta are in fact conceptually dokueika, one 

may then acknowledge the fact that in many cases, the only thing that distinguishes these two 

seemingly separate sub-categories of waka is the paratextual information provided by the 

headnote to the poem. In other words, the traditional categories of “byōbu-uta” and “dokueika” 

merely take into account a poem’s role as a performance at the expense of the poem’s actual 

content. It is only when the poem’s performative role and its substance are separated that one 

may begin to gain a better understanding of the inner workings of these byōbu-uta. 

It has been remarked that there are certain similarities between dokueika in tsukuri-

monogatari 作り物語 (such as the Tale of Genji) and poems that are used to provide 

commentaries on paintings.55 Indeed, to the extent that a monogatari character is just as much a 

                                                 
54 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 145. 

 
55 Hijikata Yōichi, “Monogatari sakuchū uta no isō,” in Kokusai gakujutsu shinpojiumu: Genji monogatari to waka 

sekai, ed. Aoyama Gakuin Daigaku Bungakubu Nihon Bungakuka (Tokyo: Shintensha, 2006), 19. 
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fictional entity as a character inside a painting, the use of dokueika in the former and byōbu-uta 

in the latter case both serves the purpose of fleshing out the character and the scene, adding 

details about the scenery and how the character reacts to his or her surroundings. As the poem is 

composed from the point of view of a character inside the story/painting, it is also possible for 

the reader to imagine himself or herself as that very character within the fictional landscape, 

allowing for a more immersive reading/viewing experience.56 I would further argue that it is 

important to recognize the fundamental role of dokueika in building narratives, be it textual-

based or visual-based: the focus on the emotional landscape of the poetic persona provides ample 

ground for the development of the narrative in ways that are not possible with only prose. While 

some scholars have noted the possible connection between narrative screen poems (usually in the 

form of zōtōka between two characters) and the later development of tsukuri-monogatari,57 not 

much work has been done on the link between dokueika-type byōbu-uta and narrative tales. By 

realizing the potential of dokueika in constructing characters and narratives, one may begin to 

untangle the intricate relationships between the various sub-categories of waka and how they 

may have influenced each other. Despite having a less prominent position within scholarly 

research on waka, dokueika may prove to be instrumental in illuminating the way the poetic 

persona is portrayed in waka, which would have important implications in the study of waka as a 

multi-dimensional, multi-functional genre.

                                                 
56 Hijikata observed the fact that in classical Japanese, the subject is frequently omitted, which further facilitates the 

unification of the reader’s consciousness with that of the character (as well as the narrator, in the case of fictional 

narratives).  

 
57 See Tamagami Takuya, “Byōbu-e to uta to monogatari to,” 16. Joshua Mostow has also contemplated the intricate 

interconnection between poetry, images and tales in his research on the Ise monogatari 伊勢物語 (The Ise Stories, 

10th c.), noting the possibility that the Ise monogatari was in fact originally based on screen paintings. See Joshua 

Mostow, “Byōbu-uta to utagatari to Ise monogatari to,” in Ronshū Heian bungaku, vol. 6, Heian bungaku to kaiga, 

eds. Gotō Shōko et al. (Tokyo: Bensei shuppan, 2001), 100-114 and Joshua Mostow, Courtly Visions: The Ise 

Stories and the Politics of Cultural Appropriation (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2014). 
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Chapter 4: The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: 

Poetry, Fiction, and Biography 

 The opening portion of the Ise shū, which contains the first 30-or-so poems,1 many of 

which have long, detailed headnotes, is sometimes referred to as the “Ise nikki” or “Ise diary.” 

This section is highly unusual in that the headnotes of the poems usually go beyond the level of 

providing contextual information; instead, they resemble those found in a uta-monogatari 

(poem-tale), frequently including extraneous information that generate a larger narrative. In the 

first part of this chapter, I explore the possible motivations for the compiler of the Ise shū to 

provide this narrative framework to a limited portion of the collection. In discussing the agenda 

of the Ise shū compiler, I also address the issue of who might have been the compiler—a matter 

of much debate among Ise shū scholars. In the second part of the chapter, I compare the manner 

in which the character of Ise is depicted in this narrative portion of the Ise shū with character 

portrayals in other works that also make heavy use of combined prose and poetry, namely the 

three poem-tales Ise monogatari, Yamato monogatari, and Heichū monogatari, as well as the 

private diary Kagerō nikki by Michitsuna’s Mother. As I show, the genre distinctions of poem-

tale, (poetic) diary, and poetry collection only serve as a general place-marker because in reality, 

there are many differences between works belonging to the same genre, as well as similarities 

between those belonging to different genres—proof that the process in which prose context was 

combined with poetry to create narratives was continually being experimented with during this 

particular historical period. 

                                                 
1 The exact number depends on the particular manuscript being used. In the Nishi Honganji manuscript lineage, to 

which the base text of the Ise shū used throughout this dissertation belongs, this number is 33. 
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The “Ise Diary” 

Unlike a typical private poetry collection where the main purpose is simply to collect all 

of the poems composed by a particular poet, the Ise shū contains a narrative section at its 

beginning. Indeed, the headnotes to the poems in this section resemble those found in a poem-

tale. According to Ban no Nobutomo 伴信友 (1773-1846), the Edo-period scholar who was the 

first to dub the beginning section of the Ise shū the “Ise nikki,”2 this section was written by Ise 

herself whereas the rest of the collection was compiled by someone else (specifically 

Nakatsukasa 中務 [912-991], Ise’s daughter with Prince Atsuyoshi). However, this view has 

been largely rejected in modern scholarship and the “diary” label has likewise been revised as it 

is believed that this section (as well as the whole Ise shū itself) was put together by a later 

compiler and not actually by Ise (thus invalidating the “diary” designation). Nevertheless, there 

is no general consensus on an appropriate title for this highly narrative sequence in the Ise shū. 

As noted by Senō Yoshinobu, various scholars have come up with their own terms for this 

particular portion of the Ise shū: Sekine Yoshiko dubs it the “poem-tale at the beginning” (bōtō 

uta-monogatari 冒頭歌物語), Katagiri Yōichi calls it the “section that resembles a tale” 

(monogatari-teki bubun 物語的部分), whereas Senō himself uses the term “poem-tale at the 

beginning (of the Ise shū)” (kantō uta-monogatari 巻頭歌物語),3 a designation that does not 

differ too much from Sekine’s. Despite these various appellations, it is clear that these scholars 

agree on at least one point: the beginning section of the Ise shū has a strong narrative quality, 

resembling that of a tale (monogatari) and specifically a poem-tale (uta-monogatari). 

                                                 
2 Ban no Nobutomo published a commentary on just the beginning portion of the Ise shū in 1833, titled Hyōshō Ise 

nikki fushō 表章伊勢日記附證. 

 
3 Senō Yoshinobu, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū: Ise monogatari hen, Heichū monogatari hen, Ise shū kantō 

uta-monogatari hen (Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 2007), 198-99. 
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 As part of the discussion surrounding the tale-like quality of the opening portion of the 

Ise shū, the very first sentence to the whole collection has often been called into question. The 

reason for this is that there is a significant difference between the Nishi Honganji manuscript 

lineage (the oldest of the three textual lineages of the Ise shū and which contains the Nishi 

Honganji-bon Sanjūrokunin shū, which is often used as the standard text of the Ise shū) and the 

remaining two manuscript lineages—a prime example of how the process of transmission of the 

Ise shū text, which possibly involves multiple compilers/editors (not necessarily working 

together simultaneously), scribes, and commentators altered the text to a significant degree. In 

the Nishi Honganji-bon Sanjūrokunin shū, the collection begins with: “In the reign of the 

Kanpyō emperor, there was someone who served in the living quarters of one high-ranking 

consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato (寛平の帝の御時、大御息所と聞こえける御

局に、大和に親ある人さぶらひけり).”4 In contrast, the very first sentence in the Den Asukai 

Masako hitsu-bon 伝飛鳥井雅子筆本 (Manuscript in the hand of Asukai Masako), which is 

representative of the Gunsho ruijū manuscript lineage of the Ise shū, reads: “In whose reign 

could it have been?—there was someone who served in the living quarters of one high-ranking 

consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato (いつれの御時にかありけむ、おほ宮す所と

きこえける御つほねに、大和におや有りける人さふらひけり).”5 (The Kasen kashū 

manuscript lineage begins in much the same way.)6 It is clear that in the Nishi Honganji lineage, 

the identity of the protagonist, so to speak, can be determined with much greater conviction due 

to the specification of the time period (“the Kanpyō emperor” refers to Uda), whereas in the 

                                                 
4 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 7. 

 
5 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 7-8. 

 
6 See Chapter One (“Lady Ise: A Brief Biography”) for an overview of the three manuscript lineages of the Ise shū. 
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other two lineages, this information has been obscured. More notably still, the way the collection 

begins in the Gunsho ruijū and Kasen kashū lineages very much resembles The Tale of Genji, 

which famously begins with: “In a certain reign (whose can it have been?) someone of no very 

great rank, among all His Majesty’s Consorts and Intimates, enjoyed exceptional favor (いづれ

の御時にか、女御、更衣あまたさぶらひたまひける中に、いとやむごとなき際にはあら

ぬが、すぐれて時めきたまふありけり).”7  

This similarity between the opening line of the Ise shū in the Gunsho ruijū and Kasen 

kashū lineages and the Tale of Genji has led to much scholarly debate. Some scholars are of the 

view that the Genji took its inspiration from the Ise shū, while others adopt the opposite view—a 

debate that has begun since premodern times. For example, the Genji commentary Kakaishō 河

海抄 (The River and Sea Commentary, c. 1387) by Yotsutsuji Yoshinari 四辻善成 (1326-1402) 

suggests that the opening sentence of the Ise shū is a variation of the one found in the Genji, 

whereas later Genji commentaries such as the Sairyūshō 細流抄 (The Rivulet Commentary, 

1510-14) by Sanjōnishi Sanetaka 三条西実隆 (1455-1537) and the Kogetsushō 湖月抄 (The 

Moon on the Lake Commentary, 1673) by Kitamura Kigin 北村季吟 (1624-1705) hold the 

opinion that the opening of the Genji was modeled after the Ise shū.8 Some modern scholars also 

support the latter view, while Konishi Jin’ichi further increased the scope of the discussion by 

arguing that the opening of the Genji was modeled not after the Ise shū but rather after Bai Juyi 

白居易 (772-846)’s Chang Hen Ge 長恨歌 (Song of Everlasting Sorrow, 809), and that the 

Gunsho ruijū and Kasen kashū lineages of the Ise shū were later modifications that reflect an 

                                                 
7 Translation by Tyler, The Tale of Genji, 3. The Japanese was taken from Abe, Akiyama, and Suzuki, eds., Genji 

monogatari 1, 17. 

 
8 See Akiyama Ken, Ise: honō himetari (Tokyo: Shūeisha, 1985), 10-11. 
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awareness of the collection’s poem-tale-like quality.9 As a corollary, Konishi also maintained 

that the Nishi Honganji lineage is the only one that preserves the “original form” of the Ise shū. 

Given that the Genji does appear to be greatly influenced by Bai Juyi’s famous poem, 

Konishi’s theory is supported by many scholars who are interested in the exact relationship 

between the Genji and the Ise shū. Nevertheless, there are still those who oppose Konishi’s 

theory. For example, Katagiri Yōichi argues that the specificity of the ruling emperor in the 

Nishi Honganji manuscript lineage does not match the vagueness of the rest of the sentence, 

where Ise is simply referred to as “someone who served in the living quarters of one high-

ranking consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato,” and Katagiri further speculates that 

“The Kanpyō emperor” was originally a note that got assimilated into the manuscript during the 

transcribing process.10 Hirano Yukiko is of the same opinion, noting that the tone of the opening 

of the Ise shū, which resembles that of a tsukuri-monogatari, seems to match the Gunsho ruijū 

and Kasen kashū lineages more with the obscuring of the detail regarding the emperor in 

power.11 Senō Yoshinobu is another supporter of Katagiri’s theory, although given both 

Katagiri’s and Senō’s partiality toward the Kasen kashū lineage, particularly the Teika-bon 定家

本 (Teika manuscript) in the hand of Fujiwara no Teika, it is no surprise that both have a vested 

interest in establishing the Teika-bon (and by extension the Kasen kashū lineage) as the orthodox 

Ise shū text.12 

                                                 
9 See Akiyama, Ise, 11-12. 

 
10 Katagiri, Ise, 47. 

 
11 See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 12. 

 
12 Both Katagiri and Senō use the Teika-bon as the primary source for their analysis of the Ise shū. See Katagiri, Ise 

and Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū. Note that the Nishi Honganji lineage is older and more often used as 

the authoritative text of the Ise shū. This is the version featured in the Shinpen kokka taikan and other major modern 

commentaries of the collection, such as Sekine and Yamashita, eds., Ise shū zenshaku and the more recent Ise shū 

zenchūshaku.  
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Indeed, Katagiri’s theory has a lot of validity when one considers the general ambiguity 

of the overall headnote. It is true that the “protagonist” of the narrative is simply referred to as 

“someone” (hito 人), and all of the information provided that may be considered part of the 

protagonist’s identity may simply be necessitated by the “plot”: the fact that she served in the 

living quarters of a high-ranking consort would have bearing on her engaging in a relationship 

with that consort’s younger brother, and her father’s tie to Yamato would explain her later retreat 

to that province after having her heart broken by the young man. The specification of the 

reigning emperor does not seem to serve any such purpose within the narrative, at least at first 

glance, so it does seem quite out of place when juxtaposed with the rest of the details. However, 

is it really true that this information is completely unnecessary and could only be interpreted as a 

later addition by someone who was adding commentary to the text? To arrive at an answer—

even if only tentative—for this question, perhaps one would first need to consider the reason why 

this narrative section of the Ise shū was compiled in the first place and by whom. 

Shrouded in Mystery: Who Compiled the Ise shū? 

There is too little information to conclusively determine the identity of the Ise shū 

compiler13 as well as his or her purpose in doing so. As mentioned previously, Ise did put 

together a collection of her own poetry during her lifetime, presumably under the command of 

Emperor Daigo, to submit to the compilers of the Kokinshū as one of the source materials to be 

used for the compilation process. This fact can be inferred from the preface to poem no. 1000 in 

the Kokinshū (c. 905), which states: “When there was a royal command for poems to be 

submitted, intending to present her own, she composed the following, attached it to the end of 

                                                 
13 Throughout this section, I refer to the “Ise shū compiler” as the person who put together the ur-text of the Ise shū 

as we know it today and temporarily disregard the other compilers/editors who had a hand in altering the text during 

its long history of transmission and reception. 
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the manuscript and presented it.”14 The same poem is included in the Ise shū, albeit with a 

slightly more succinct preface. Approximately half a century later, when the second imperially 

commissioned anthology of waka poetry was compiled (951), Ise’s daughter, Nakatsukasa, was 

also tasked with putting together a collection of her illustrious mother’s poems to contribute to 

the compilation effort. Again, this fact can be inferred from an exchange between Nakatsukasa 

and Emperor Murakami 村上天皇 (926-967, r. 946-967), who commissioned the compilation of 

the Gosenshū.15  

While the collection compiled by Ise herself and that compiled by her daughter, 

Nakatsukasa (912-991), certainly existed at some point in the past, scholars believe that neither 

of those is the extant Ise shū. The Ise shū as we know it today cannot be the same as the 

                                                 
14 Ozawa and Matsuda, Kokin wakashū, 378. 歌召しける時に、奉るとて、よみて奥に書きつけて奉りける. 

 
15 The exchange is recorded in both Murakami’s private poetry collection, the Murakami gyoshū 村上御集 

(Collected Poems of Emperor Murakami), and Nakatsukasa’s private poetry collection, the Nakatsukasa shū 中務集 

(The Nakatsukasa Collection), among others. In the former, the exchange goes as follows: 

 

When the order was sent down for the collection of Ise, [she] said I will present it, and composed 

[the following]: 

shiguretsutsu   The cold drizzle falling 

furinishi yado no   on the house grown old 

koto no ha wa   whose leaves of words 

kakiatsumuredo   though raked together and collected in writing, 

tomarazarikeri   have not remained so to abide. 

 

時雨つつふりにしやどのことのははかきあつむれどとまらざりけり 

 

In august reply, 

mukashi yori   Since long ago 

na takaki yado no   the house is of high fame, 

koto no ha wa   its leaves of words 

ko no moto ni koso  must have stayed close to the child, as to the tree, 

ochitsumorikere   falling at its foot in heaps. 

 

むかしより名たかき屋どのことのはは木のもとにこそ朽ちつもりけれ 

 

(Murakami gyoshū – Poems nos. 122-123) 

 

The translation is taken from Richard Lyle Peterson, “Shikashū: The Private Poetry Collection as a Context for 

Waka Study” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1995), 297. The Japanese is taken from the Shinpen kokka taikan, 

vol. 7, Shikashū hen III (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1983-1992). 
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aforementioned collection that Ise put together during her lifetime, given that this event would 

have happened in Ise’s thirties, before many of the poems in the extant Ise shū were composed. 

As for the Nakatsukasa version of the Ise shū, it may be assumed that this collection provided the 

source materials for Ise’s poems in the Gosenshū (951), given that it was compiled under the 

direct command of Murakami, who also commissioned the second imperial waka anthology. 

However, as Sekine Yoshiko, one of the foremost Ise scholars, has pointed out, there exist many 

incongruities between the Gosenshū version of many Ise poems and those found in the extant Ise 

shū, which seems to suggest that the compiler of the Ise shū as we know it today and the 

Gosenshū compilers were working independently, utilizing different source materials. Sekine 

further argues that since the two collections appear to be completely uninfluenced by each other, 

they must have been established at around the same time, which means this ur-text of the Ise shū 

may have come into existence sometime around the mid-10th century, perhaps soon after the 

completion of the Gosenshū. Sekine also observes that the manner in which Ise is portrayed in 

the Ise shū is clearly complimentary, which suggests that the compiler of the Ise shū might have 

been “a near relative or someone who was involved with Ise, who cherished the memory of 

her.”16 Sekine dates the ur-text of the Ise shū in the mid-10th century and theorizes that the 

compiler of the ur-text of the Ise shū may have been someone who was alive at around the same 

time as Nakatsukasa and even knew Ise personally. 

Sekine’s postulation has generally been adopted as the “established theory” with regard 

to the identity of the Ise shū compiler (or at the very least, it excludes Nakatsukasa as a 

possibility). However, in more recent years, Senō Yoshinobu has put forth the viewpoint that 

perhaps Nakatsukasa was indeed the compiler of the current Ise shū after all. Contrary to the 

                                                 
16 Sekine and Yamashita, Ise shū zenshaku, 17. 
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usual assumption that the Nakatsukasa version of the Ise shū was the basis for the Ise poems 

found in the Gosenshū, Senō raises the question: what if this assumption is wrong? In other 

words, Senō draws attention to the possibility that the version of the Ise shū as put together by 

Nakatsukasa was not for the purpose of supplying the source materials for the Gosenshū, but 

rather, it was solely for the perusal of Murakami (after all, there is no mention that Murakami 

asked Nakatsukasa to collect her mother’s poems specifically for the compilation of the 

Gosenshū). This would explain the differences observed by Sekine between the Gosenshū Ise 

poems and the Ise shū poems. Senō further speculates that even before Nakatsukasa received 

Murakami’s command, she might very well have been putting together the narrative section of 

the Ise shū as a response to the portrayal of Ise in the Heichū monogatari, a poem tale revolving 

around the romantic adventures of the eponymous character Heichū, one episode of which 

includes a character that greatly resembles Ise, albeit in a not so flattering manner. Noting that 

the Heichū monogatari was possibly compiled by Heichū or Taira no Sadafumi 平貞文 (872-

923)’s son, Taira no Koretsune 平時経 (n.d.), Senō reasons that Nakatsukasa, upon seeing the 

unfavorable manner in which her mother was depicted in her relationship with Heichū in the 

Heichū monogatari, decided to avenge her mother’s reputation and penned her own version of 

the story of her mother’s life.17 

While Senō’s theory is a refreshing take on the issue of who compiled the Ise shū, one 

cannot help but have a certain level of skepticism. While it is true that the poetic exchange 

between Nakatsukasa and Murakami does not specify that the purpose of the collecting of Ise’s 

poems is necessarily to aid the compilation of the Gosenshū, one must also consider the matter 

from the perspective of the Gosenshū compilers (and Murakami by extension): aside from 

                                                 
17 See Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū, 192-94. 
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Nakatsukasa, who else could have provided them with the necessary materials with regards to 

Ise? Furthermore, seeing as Nakatsukasa was an active poet during the Gosenshū period, it is 

hard to fathom why the Gosenshū compilers would not have her submit a collection of her 

mother’s poems to aid the editorial effort. In short, while it is within the realm of possibility that 

Nakatsukasa was not asked to gather Ise’s poems specifically for the sake of the Gosenshū 

compilers, the probability that she was tasked with providing the materials related to Ise for the 

compilation of the Gosenshū is much higher, rendering it the more likely scenario of the two. 

Thus, even though it is impossible to determine whether Senō’s theory is accurate or not with 

regard to Nakatsukasa’s lack of involvement in the compilation of the Gosenshū, it may be said 

that the likelihood of her not being involved at all in providing materials for the Gosenshū is 

quite low, and one is not immediately moved to support Senō’s postulation. 

At the same time, however, Senō’s assumption about Nakatsukasa’s involvement in the 

compilation of the Ise shū itself might not have been entirely off the mark. As previously 

mentioned, the general consensus is that the ur-text of the Ise shū was compiled not too long 

after the Gosenshū came into being in 951, based on Sekine Yoshiko’s observation that there are 

significant differences in the context (i.e. kotobagaki) of many of the poems found in both the 

Gosenshū and the Ise shū, which implies that the compilers of the two collections were working 

independently, without consulting each other’s work. Furthermore, as noted by Araie Keiko, the 

ur-text of the Ise shū was likely completed before the Kokin waka rokujō 古今和歌六帖 (Old 

and New Waka in Six Quires) as the Ise poems found in the Kokin waka rokujō appear to have 

been taken straight out of the Ise shū.18 As the Kokin waka rokujō is believed to have been 

completed sometime between 976 and 983, this helps further specify the date range of the Ise 

                                                 
18 Araie Keiko, “Kokin waka rokujō kenkyū: Ise shū to no kankei o megutte,” Nihon bungaku 23 (November 1964): 

19-31. 
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shū. Thus, keeping in mind this possible date range (between 951 and 983), one must take into 

account the possibility that the Ise shū came into being during Nakatsukasa’s lifetime, and just as 

it is unfathomable that Nakatsukasa was not called upon to provide Ise-related materials for the 

compilation of the Gosenshū, it is rather unthinkable that someone other than Nakatsukasa knew 

Ise well enough and had good enough access to records of Ise’s poems to orchestrate such a 

significant undertaking.19  

I would thus argue that the most probable candidate for the compilation of the Ise shū is 

still Nakatsukasa, Ise’s poet daughter, and perhaps one would need to be open to the possibility 

that she was involved in the compilation of both the Gosenshū and the Ise shū and that these two 

projects do not necessarily contradict each other. As pointed out by Sekine Yoshiko, the 

Gosenshū version and Ise shū version of many Ise poems differ significantly, suggesting that the 

compilers of the two collections were completely independent of each other, and given that 

Nakatsukasa was essentially working with the Gosenshū compilers, Sekine concludes that she 

could not have been involved in the compilation of the Ise shū ur-text. However, when looking 

more closely at the actual cases where there are differences between the Gosenshū and the Ise 

shū, one may see that these discrepancies may be explained by a post-Gosenshū attempt to 

editorialize the Ise shū in order to conform to the narrative frame found in the beginning portion 

of the collection. To be more precise, I posit that at some point, Nakatsukasa was commissioned 

by Murakami to put together a collection of her mother’s poems, the result of which was then 

used as the source for all of Ise’s poems featured in the Gosenshū. At the same time, 

                                                 
19 Senō likewise stated that it is unlikely that someone other than Nakatsukasa put together a collection of her 

mother’s poem while Nakatsukasa was still alive. See Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū, 186. It should be 

mentioned that there is one possible candidate for this role; however, upon closer inspection, this also seems to be a 

far-fetched possibility. See Appendix B (“Further Discussion on the Provenance of the Ise shū”) for a fuller 

discussion. 
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Nakatsukasa might have been working on a fuller version of her mother’s poetry collection—an 

effort that includes an attempt to create a narrative framework for some of the poems, as seen in 

the beginning portion of the present-day Ise shū. It was perhaps during this editorial process that 

Nakatsukasa changed some of the details in her version of the Ise collection, leading to the 

differences between the Gosenshū and the Ise shū.20 

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the very first sentence of the Ise shū has 

often been called into question due to the differences in the various manuscript lineages as well 

as the fact that in two lineages of the text, the first sentence highly resembles the opening 

sentence of the Tale of Genji. Some scholars have suggested that the version that is reminiscent 

of the Genji opening is the “authentic” version, given that the Nishi Honganji version (the one 

version whose opening line differs from the other two) contains a mention of the reigning 

emperor that is seemingly out of place, considering the vagueness that is found in the rest of the 

opening sequence. However, when one takes into consideration the full range of possibilities of 

who might have been the compiler of the collection, the inclusion of the detail regarding the 

reigning emperor may not have been so unusual after all: if the compiler had indeed been 

someone close to Ise, such as her own daughter, it stands to reason that Ise’s connection to Uda, 

both in her capacity as a professional poet and as a romantic partner who even bore him a son, is 

something that may be viewed as a great honor, not just for Ise herself but also for her 

descendants, and it might not be so strange after all for the compiler of Ise’s “house collection” 

(ie no shū or kashū 家集) to go out of his or her way to highlight this connection. As always, 

there is no way to tell with absolute certainty whether the opening line in the Nishi Honganji 

                                                 
20 See Appendix B for a fuller analysis of some examples of the differences between the Gosenshū and Ise shū 

versions of certain Ise poems and how these differences are consistent with my theory on Nakatsukasa’s role in the 

compilation of the Ise shū. 
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lineage or the other two lineages is more “authentic,” but it is perhaps important to keep one’s 

mind open to both possibilities, as the agenda of the compiler may also be a factor that affected 

how the character of Ise was portrayed throughout the collection.  

Just as it is impossible to determine which version of the opening line is more 

“authentic,” it is also impossible to conclude with any degree of certainty whether the Genji took 

inspiration for its opening sentence from the Ise shū or if it was the opposite. On the other hand, 

it may be much more productive to examine the opening of the Ise shū more closely to see what 

kind of effect such an opening would have on the collection as a whole and consequently, what 

the compiler was trying to achieve with this collection (or at the very least, with the narrative 

sequence at the opening of the collection), especially with regard to how the character of Ise was 

being portrayed. In order to answer this question, it may be helpful to look at the way other uta-

monogatari and nikki begin, so that it may be easier to compare the effects achieved in each 

situation. The remaining parts of this chapter will thus be devoted to comparing the “Ise nikki” 

portion of the Ise shū with other uta-monogatari, such as the Ise monogatari, Yamato 

monogatari 大和物語 (Tales of Yamato, c. 951), and Heichū monogatari, as well as the Kagerō 

nikki, a personal diary by a female author. As I show, despite the fact that the beginning portion 

of the Ise shū has often been characterized as something that resembles a uta-monogatari, it may 

in fact be closer to the genre of joryū nikki 女流日記—diaries kept by the female members of 

the Heian aristocracy, thus highlighting the way in which poetry was being used as a tool to flesh 

out a character rather than simply to tell a narrative—a development that would lead to the 

culmination of tsukuri-monogatari in the 11th century. 
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Ise monogatari: The Amorous Man in Poem-Tales 

Uta-monogatari, commonly rendered in English as “poem-tales,” is a genre label that 

came into being during the Meiji-period, referring to a limited group of Heian texts. As Fukui 

Teisuke discusses in his monograph on poem-tales, the term uta-monogatari itself can be found 

in written records since as early as the Heian period, but in all of its premodern usage, it cannot 

be established whether the word was used to refer to a specific subgenre of prose literature 

written in the vernacular language or if it was simply an amalgamation of “poetry” (uta 歌) and 

“tales” (monogatari 物語), i.e. referring to both poetry and prose literature.21 It would thus 

appear that the designation of certain works of Heian literature, namely the Ise monogatari, 

Yamato monogatari, and Heichū monogatari as uta-monogatari did not occur until the modern 

period, and one needs to keep in mind that such a categorization is very much a modern 

construct. Indeed, as Fukui has noted, the Ise monogatari and Yamato monogatari have often 

been mentioned together in treatises such as Fujiwara no Kiyosuke’s Fukuro zōshi, Jōgaku 上覚 

(1147-1226)’s Waka iroha 和歌色葉 (The ABC’s of waka, 1198), and the Mumyō zōshi 無名草

子 (The Nameless Book, c. 1200) by an anonymous author,22 whereas the Heichū monogatari 

has often been left out of such critical considerations. 

At the same time, however, there are enough similarities between the three works that it 

is undeniably helpful to have a specific category that one could classify them as. Generally 

speaking, uta-monogatari are often understood as collections of short stories about poems 

(specifically waka),23 but while this definition encompasses the three works that are presently 

                                                 
21 For the full discussion, see Fukui Teisuke, Uta-monogatari no kenkyū (Tokyo: Kazama Shobō, 1986), 2-14. 

 
22 Fukui, Uta-monogatari no kenkyū, 7-8. 

 
23 The word is also sometimes understood to refer to the individual anecdotes themselves. 
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categorized as poem-tales, it does not exclude other works that are similar to but not considered 

uta-monogatari in modern scholarship. Thus, I am following Fukui’s more detailed observations 

on the characteristics that single out the Ise monogatari, Yamato monogatari, and Heichū 

monogatari from other uta-monogatari-adjacent works. According to Fukui’s definition of the 

term uta-monogatari, these are works of fiction that are:  

(1) collections of anecdotes (kobanashi-shū 小話集) that were constructed with a focus 

on poetry, mainly composed during the mid-10th century,  

(2) works that tell the stories of the escapades of actual historical figures who were 

deemed “connoisseurs of love” (irogonomi 色好み), attempting to convey their thoughts 

and feelings, and  

(3) works where the author, either employing poems composed by a certain historical 

figure or old poems of unspecified provenance, added prose text to create stories about 

these poems.24  

As will be seen in the following analysis, there exist many significant differences between the Ise 

monogatari, Yamato monogatari, and Heichū monogatari, but these common threads prove to be 

a useful distinction when examining the process in which the use of extended headnotes helped 

create narratives out of existing poems, as well as the later development where both the 

headnotes and poems would eventually be created from scratch to form a narrative on their own. 

Of these three uta-monogatari, the most prominent work in this genre is without a doubt 

the Ise monogatari, which includes 125 short poetic episodes revolving around a character 

referred to only as the “man” (otoko 男), although the prevailing assumption is that the man here 

is Ariwara no Narihira. The actual author of the extant version of the Ise monogatari is 

                                                 
24 Fukui, Uta-monogatari no kenkyū, 20-25. 
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unknown,25 and it is possible that the tale as we know it today had gone through various 

revisions at the hands of different editors, but some scholars believe that an original version of 

the tale was compiled by Narihira himself, possibly for a coterie centered on Prince Koretaka 惟

喬親王 (844-897),26 a son of Emperor Montoku 文徳天皇 (826-858, r. 850-858). The (usually 

short) episodes are told independently, without an overarching structure, and thus the man is 

“reintroduced” in each episode, usually with the one short sentence: “Long ago, there was a 

man” (むかし、男ありけり).  

The first episode of the Ise monogatari is as follows: 

Once a man who had lately come of age went hunting on his estate at Kasuga 

village, near the Nara capital. In the village there lived two beautiful young 

sisters. The man caught a glimpse of the sisters through a gap in their hedge. It 

was startling and incongruous indeed that such ladies should dwell at the ruined 

capital, and he wished to meet them. He tore a strip from the skirt of his hunting 

costume, dashed off a poem, and sent it in. The fabric of the robe was imprinted 

with a moss-fern design. 

 

Kasugano no    Like the random pattern of this robe, 

wakamurasaki no   dyed with the young purple 

surigoromo    from Kasuga Plain— 

shinobu no midare   even thus is the wild disorder 

kagiri shirarezu   of my yearning heart. 

 

春日野の若むらさきのすりごろもしのぶの乱れかぎりしられず 

 

No doubt it had occurred to him that this was an interesting opportunity for an 

adaptation of the poem that runs, 

 

Michinoku no    My thoughts have grown disordered 

shinobu mojizuri   as random patterns dyed on cloth 

                                                 
25 It is a coincidence that the name of this work contains the word “Ise,” which has in fact led to one theory about Ise 

being the actual author of the Ise monogatari. However, this theory was the result of a particular penchant during the 

medieval period for secret transmissions (hiden 秘伝), where various parties tried to come up with radical (and 

sometimes outlandish) theories to explain unanswered questions in various areas of the Japanese literary tradition in 

order to gain cultural capital and recognition. However, like many of these theories, the one about Ise being the 

author of the Ise monogatari does not hold much water. See Frits Vos, A Study of the Ise-monogatari, With the Text 

According to the Den-Teika-Hippon, and an Annotated Translation (‘s-Gravenhage: Mouton, 1957), 55-58.  

 
26 Mostow, Courtly Visions, 9-10. 
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tare yue ni    reminiscent of Shinobu in Michinoku— 

midaresomenishi   and who is to blame? 

ware naranaku ni   Surely not I. 

 

みちのくのしのぶもぢずりたれゆゑに乱れそめにしわれならなくに 

 

People were remarkably elegant in those days.27 

 

From this first episode alone, it would seem that there is no effort to establish the identity of “the 

man.” No time period is given other than the vague “long ago” (mukashi むかし), and neither is 

there any description of where the man comes from or what his position at court may be. There 

is, however, a mention of his relative age: the reader is informed that the man “had lately come 

of age,” which may be taken as a foreshadow for the sexual conquests that he would soon begin 

in the ensuing episodes—the main focus of the entire work. Of course, this man is widely 

believed to be Ariwara no Narihira: for one thing, he is clearly identified as such in episode 63; 

for another, many of the poems supposedly composed by the man in the story are attributed to 

Narihira in poetry collections such as the Kokinshū. However, even this identification of the man 

as Narihira is not without uncertainty, as it is not clear whether the Kokinshū poems were simply 

taken from the Ise monogatari and whether the clear mention of Narihira by name in episode 63 

was merely the result of a later addition. Nevertheless, it is interesting to observe that for the 

most part, establishing the identity of the protagonist of the work does not appear to be a priority 

for the (original) compiler of the Ise monogatari. In this respect, the work highly resembles later 

tsukuri-monogatari where the characters are completely fictional and, as such, do not require 

identification with real-life historical figures. 

                                                 
27 Translation by McCullough, Tales of Ise, 69. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri, Taketori monogatari, Ise 

monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 113. 
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 Despite the fact that there is a relatively lengthy narrative sequence that leads up to the 

main poem of the episode, it is curious that this narration provides zero worthwhile information 

about the character of “the man.” Indeed, a closer look would reveal that almost all of the 

sentences in this extended headnote to the poem seem to correspond to a particular detail in the 

poem itself. For example, the mention of the man’s hunting trip to Kasuga village is tied to the 

first line of the poem (“Kasugano no” 春日野の, rendered as “from Kasuga Plain” in the 

translation), the “two young beautiful sisters” is hinted at through the word “wakamurasaki” 若

むらさき in the poem (lit. “young purple,” a word usually used to denote familial ties in waka), 

and the moss-fern design on his hunting robe corresponds with the “surigoromo” すりごろも—

the “random pattern of this robe” that lies at the heart of the poem. Two details from the 

headnote—that the man was peeking at the sisters through a gap in the hedge and that he found 

their presence incongruous in the scene at hand—are not specifically referred to in the poem, but 

both of these are very common tropes in romances. Indeed, it has been suggested that the prose 

portions of the Ise monogatari were retroactively composed to fit and elucidate existing poems 

(rather than being part and parcel of a narrative that originally existed and was transmitted 

alongside the poems),28 which would explain why it seems that almost every detail in the 

headnote perfectly corresponds to something mentioned in the poem. This would also explain 

why little attention is paid to describing the man, who is supposedly the protagonist of the entire 

work—after all, if the purpose of the headnote is to provide what is essentially an expanded 

prose version of the poem, then there is little space for building the character of our protagonist, 

as the interest is in what he does and what happens to him rather than who he is.  

                                                 
28 See Richard Bowring, “The Ise monogatari: A Short Cultural History,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 52, no. 

2 (1992): 403-404. 
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 Interestingly, certain episodes from the Ise monogatari do contain more specific 

information regarding the individuals involved. One good example of this is episode 6, which is 

as follows: 

A certain man had for years courted a most inaccessible lady. One pitch-black 

night he finally spirited her out of her apartments and ran off with her. As they 

passed a stream called the Akutagawa, she caught a glimpse of a dewdrop on a 

blade of grass and asked him what it was. 

 

The journey ahead was long, the hour had grown late, and a torrential rain was 

pouring down, punctuated by frightful peals of thunder. The man put the lady 

inside a ruined storehouse and stationed himself in the doorway with his bow and 

quiver on his back, never dreaming that the place was haunted by demons. But 

while he was standing there longing for daybreak, a demon ate the lady up in one 

gulp. A thunderclap muffled her scream of terror. 

 

When the sky finally began to lighten a bit, the man peered inside and saw that 

the lady was gone. Frantic with helpless grief, he recited, 

 

shiratama ka    When my beloved asked, 

nani zo to hito no   “Is it a clear gem 

toishi toki    or what might it be?” 

tsuyu to kotaete   Would that I had replied, 

kienamashi mono o   “A dewdrop!” and perished. 

 

白玉か何ぞと人の問ひし時つゆとこたへて消えなましものを 

 

It is said that while the future Empress from the Second Ward was in attendance 

upon her cousin, the imperial consort, someone was fascinated by her beauty and 

carried her off on his back. Her brothers, Mototsune and Kunitsune, who were 

minor officials then, happened to be on their way to the imperial palace. They 

heard someone wailing, halted the abductor, and took the lady back. They were 

the devils the author talks about. The lady was still very young and had not yet 

ceased to be a commoner.29 

 

As noted by Richard Bowring, this section appears to consist of two different interpretations of 

the same events.30 Indeed, the first half of this episode resembles the very first episode in its lack 

                                                 
29 Translation by McCullough, Tales of Ise, 72-73. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri, Taketori monogatari, Ise 

monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 118. Note that Mototsune, who is mentioned toward the very 

end of the episode, is the father of Onshi, Ise’s mistress. 

 
30 Bowring, “The Ise monogatari,” 405. 
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of details regarding the identities of the individuals involved, coupled with a fantastic element (in 

the presence of a demon that “ate the lady up in one gulp”) which confirms the fictionality of the 

narrative; the second half, on the other hand, attempts to clarify many of the details that were left 

out of the text (such as the identity of the woman), as well as provides a realistic explanation of 

what actually happened to her at the end of the episode (i.e. she was taken back by her brothers, 

not eaten by a demon). The incongruence between the two parts that make up the episode leads 

scholars to believe that the latter portion was part of an editorial attempt by later editors in order 

to provide more details and explain away ambiguities in the original text.31  

 In any case, it is perhaps safe to assume that at least for the Ise monogatari, the text in its 

original form was quite bare in terms of historical details. In fact, the vagueness that is present 

throughout the work has even led to the speculation that the text originated as byōbu-uta with 

extended prose narrative that is meant to provide further context. This theory has been a matter 

of contention among Ise monogatari scholars and has more recently been refuted in English 

scholarship by Joshua Mostow,32 but the fact that such a theory had come into being in the first 

place attests to the desire to rationalize the ambiguous manner in which the narration in the Ise 

monogatari is carried out. Indeed, given that many of the poems attributed to the man in the tale 

are in fact old poems that have been in existence since as early as the time of the Man’yōshū, the 

obfuscation of the identity of the male protagonist may have been intentionally done to preserve 

a certain level of “truthfulness”: while there are hints in some episodes that the man is Narihira, 

                                                 
31 Bowring, “The Ise monogatari,” 405. Notably, this speculation about the editing process of the Ise monogatari 

does share some resemblance with certain theories about the opening of the Ise shū, as discussed in the beginning of 

this chapter. Specifically, Katagiri Yōichi similarly postulated that the reason why the Nishi Honganji manuscript 

lineage differs from the other two lineages is because the identification of the time period as that of the reign of the 

Kanpyō Emperor, which might have originally been a part of a side note, eventually got assimilated into the main 

text. 

 
32 See Mostow, Courtly Visions, 9. 
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it is not necessarily the case that the “otoko” is the same man throughout all of the episodes, and 

by keeping things vague, the text can encourage the readers to interpret him to be Narihira while 

refraining from outright stating so, thus maintaining the suspension of belief needed in situations 

where it is known that the poems cannot possibly have been composed by Narihira. 

Yamato monogatari: Poetic Anecdotes and Court Gossip 

 The Yamato monogatari is also classified as a uta-monogatari by Meiji-period scholars, 

but it is quite different from the style of the Ise monogatari. Similarly compiled by an 

anonymous author, the Yamato monogatari is also a collection of several poetic anecdotes (173 

in most versions of the text), but there is no central protagonist like “the man” in the Ise 

monogatari. More importantly, in the first half of the collection (the first 140 episodes), all of the 

“characters” who appear are clearly identified as real-life historical figures (while the latter half 

focuses on old poems of uncertain provenance, with many of the stories bearing a legend-like 

quality). For example, the very first episode in fact tells the story of when Uda abdicated the 

throne and Ise wrote a poem expressing her regret upon having to leave the palace and affixed it 

to the wall of the Kokiden: 

When Teiji no In [Uda] was about to abdicate, Lady Ise wrote on the wall of the 

Kokiden this poem: 

 

(1) 

wakaruredo    Although I now depart, 

ai mo oshimanu   not a soul seems to care; 

momoshiki o    why then does it grieve me 

mizaran koto no   to think I shall never see 

nanika kanashiki   the palace again? 

 

わかるれどあひも惜しまぬももしきを見ざらむことのなにか悲しき 

 

Teiji no In read her poem and wrote beside it: 

 

(2) 

mi hitotsu ni    You must realize as well 
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aranu bakari o   that I am not 

oshinabete    the only emperor; 

yukikaeritemo    why should you not return 

nadoka mizaran   to see the palace again? 

 

身ひとつにあらぬばかりをおしなべてゆきかへりてもなどか見ざらむ33 

 

The manner in which this anecdote is related makes it apparent that the intention of the compiler 

is to establish the historical identities of the individuals involved. There is no intentional 

ambiguity and both “characters” are clearly identified. This first episode of the Yamato 

monogatari is rather unusual in that it is significantly shorter than most of the stories being 

recounted in the collection, but the format is the same, i.e. the individuals are frequently referred 

to by names and official court positions, where applicable.  

 One possible reason why the “characters” of the Yamato monogatari are so clearly 

identified might be attributed to the diversity of the episodes: unlike with the Ise monogatari, 

where it is implicitly understood that the same protagonist is present throughout all of the 

episodes, while the Yamato monogatari does feature some recurring “characters,” the variety of 

individuals involved makes it extremely hard for the reader to always grasp who is being talked 

about in any particular episode without some help from the narration. Furthermore, as a corollary 

of the characters being given clear-cut identities, they sometimes make an abrupt appearance in 

the narrative without much of an introduction—the assumption seems to be that the reader 

should already be familiar with who these individuals are. This can already be observed in the 

first episode, where Uda and Ise simply appear without a single word of explanation as to who 

                                                 
33 Translation by Mildred M. Tahara, Tales of Yamato: A Tenth Century Poem-Tale (Honolulu: University Press of 

Hawai’i, 1980), 3. The Japanese is taken (with slight modification) from Katagiri, Taketori monogatari, Ise 

monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 253. 
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they are, but an even better example is episode 3, which features a cameo appearance by Uda and 

Lady Kyōgoku, one of his favorite consorts.34 The full episode is as follows: 

When Minamoto no Kiyokage, the late Major Counsellor, was serving as an 

Imperial Adviser, the Kyōgoku no Miyasundokoro declared that there would be a 

birthday celebration for Teiji no In. “I should like to have baskets tied to single 

branches,” she said. Kiyokage thereupon had many baskets woven and asked 

Toshiko to dye them in various colors. He also requested that she dye the cloth 

linings of the baskets in variegated hues and braid the drawstrings. Working as 

quickly as she could, Toshiko completed her assigned tasks on the last day of the 

ninth month. On the first day of the tenth month she had these articles delivered to 

Kiyokage, who had been most anxious to receive them. She also sent along this 

poem: 

 

(4) 

chiji no iro ni     Autumn drew to a close 

isogishi aki wa    while I busily dyed 

kurenikeri     cloth into colorful hues; 

ima wa shigure ni    what am I to dye now 

nani o somemashi    as the wintry showers fall. 

 

ちぢの色にいそぎし秋はくれにけりいまは時雨になにを染めまし 

 

As long as Kiyokage had been in a hurry to get these articles completed, he and 

Toshiko seemed to have a great many things to talk about. Now, however, as they 

no longer had anything in common, he failed to write her a single letter. On the 

last day of the twelfth month, Toshiko wrote: 

 

(5) 

katakake no     Are you now aboard a boat 

fune ni ya noreru    with a close-hauled sail? 

shiranami no     Only when the waves are rough 

sawagu toki nomi    do you think of me. 

omoi izuru kimi 

 

かたかけの舟にや乗れる白浪のさわぐ時のみ思ひいづる君 

 

Kiyokage did not bother to send her an answering poem. Meanwhile the year 

drew to a close. During the second month he broke off a graceful willow branch, 

which was remarkably long, from a tree that grew by his mansion and sent it to 

Toshiko along with this poem:  

                                                 
34 Lady Kyōgoku, whose real name was Fujiwara no Hōshi 藤原褒子 (n.d.), was the co-sponsor of the Kasuga uta-

awase 春日歌合 (Kasuga Poetry Contest, 921), which Ise participated in. See Appendix A (“Ise’s Participation in 

Poetry Contests”) for more information.  
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(6) 

aoyagi no     On this tranquil day in spring 

ito uchihaete     as the willow branches 

nodoka naru     extend gracefully to the ground, 

haru hi shimo koso    I long for you. 

omoiidekere 

 

あをやぎの糸うちはへてのどかなる春日しもこそ思ひいでけれ 

 

Deeply impressed, Toshiko talked about this poem for a long time afterward.35 

 

The gist of this episode is that Minamoto no Kiyokage36 was tasked by Lady Kyōgoku to prepare 

some ornaments for Retired Emperor Uda’s birthday celebration, and he subsequently enlisted 

the help of Toshiko, a relative by marriage.37 When Toshiko finished the ornaments and had 

them delivered to Kiyokage, she also sent along a poem (as was customary in waka etiquette), 

but now that the business has been concluded, Kiyokage seems to be not so keen on responding 

to her message. After some time has passed, Toshiko once again sends a poem to Kiyokage, 

playfully chastising him for only keeping in touch when he needs her for something. Once again, 

Kiyokage fails to respond. However, after yet some more time has passed, Kiyokage finally 

takes the initiative to send Toshiko a poem accompanied by a long branch of willow, and the 

poem is so elegant that Toshiko seems to have completely “forgiven” Kiyokage for his past 

“offense,” and Kiyokage’s poem became a frequent topic of conversation for her afterwards. 

Similar to the first episode, all of the characters—Minamoto no Kiyokage, Lady 

Kyōgoku, the Teiji Retired Emperor, and Toshiko—are clearly identified by their names and, 

                                                 
35 Translation by Tahara, Tales of Yamato, 4-5. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri, Taketori monogatari, Ise 

monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 255-256. 

 
36 Minamoto no Kiyokage 源清蔭 (884-950) was a son of Emperor Yōzei, who was in turn a nephew of Uda. 

 
37 Toshiko 俊子 was the wife of Fujiwara no Chikane 藤原千兼, a son of Fujiwara no Tadafusa 藤原忠房 (? – 929), 

who served as the judge for the Kasuga Poetry Contest held by Lady Kyōgoku (see Appendix A, “Ise’s Participation 

in Poetry Contests”). Chikane and Kiyokage were brothers-in-law. 
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when applicable, their court titles. At the same time, the characters simply appear in the narrative 

with little to no introduction, which stands in stark contrast with an account like the opening 

anecdote of the Ise shū, where the identity of Ise is obscured but she is otherwise introduced in 

relatively great details. As such, the Ise shū account reads like an actual story, whereas the 

Yamato monogatari anecdote seems to resemble gossip more: the audience is expected to know 

who all of the characters are and how they are connected to each other, and the sole interest is in 

what they did, i.e. what kinds of poems they composed in particular situations. The manner in 

which the episode concludes is especially telling: the emphasis of the entire anecdote seems to 

lie in Kiyokage’s poem, which is so excellent that not only did he manage to appease Toshiko 

after his double failure to respond to her communication, she even went out of her way to tell 

others about what a great poem it was. The point of the whole narrative is thus to give a model of 

a good poem—something that aspiring poets could learn from and perhaps even emulate. The 

same may be said for the majority of the poems found in this collection: one may even go so far 

as to say that the poems themselves are the “protagonists” of the stories rather than the human 

characters, as at the end of the day, it is the poems that live on, and the human characters are but 

the backdrop to the poetry. This is especially true for a collection like the Yamato monogatari, 

where the anecdotes center around a vast array of characters instead of focusing on just one 

central figure, thus reinforcing the impression that the poems are the true points of interest.38  

There is no generally accepted theory with regard to who compiled the Yamato 

monogatari. Various candidates have been suggested, by both premodern and modern scholars. 

                                                 
38 In a way, this prioritizing of the poems can also be observed in the Ise monogatari, where the narrative portions 

seem to exist solely for the purpose of introducing the poems rather than having any merits of their own. As an 

example, the first episode effectively ends with the poem that the man sends to the pair of sisters and does not 

elaborate on what happens afterwards. There is no mention of whether the man received a reply (although judging 

from the lack of a response recorded, one may conjecture that he did not), nor does the narrative relate how the man 

felt about that. It is as if the character of the man has accomplished his duty as soon as the poem is introduced. 
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In more recent years, Senō Yoshinobu argued that the compiler for the first half of the collection 

may have been Kiyohara no Motosuke 清原元輔 (908-990), one of the five compilers of the 

Gosenshū.39 According to Senō, one main reason for Motosuke to compile the Yamato 

monogatari might have been his dissatisfaction with the Gosenshū, which led him to reuse much 

of the materials that were used in the Gosenshū but in a way that he would have full control over. 

Indeed, Senō’s theory is an attractive solution that manages to explain points of contradiction 

found in other theories, and while it is impossible to determine whether this is the right answer, it 

represents one avenue of possibility that could be further explored. If one were to follow Senō’s 

theory, the scattered focus of the Yamato monogatari thus makes perfect sense: the purpose of 

the compiler may have been to produce something akin to a chokusenshū, where the ultimate 

focus is the poems rather than the poets behind them, making it the opposite of a private poetry 

collection like the Ise shū where, even when the poems may have come from many different 

poets (in the case of poetic exchanges), at the end of the day, it is still one single poet who lies at 

the heart of it all. 

Heichū monogatari: Inheriting the Legacy of the “Amorous Man” 

The third poetry collection that is usually given the designation of uta-monogatari is the 

Heichū monogatari. As is the case with the other two uta-monogatari, there is no general 

consensus with regard to who compiled this collection, although as previously mentioned, one 

theory is that it was compiled by Taira no Koretsune, who was a son of Taira no Sadafumi—the 

historical figure often equated with the character Heichū in the eponymous work. Consisting of 

153 poems arranged into 39 episodes, the Heichū monogatari is often said to be modeled after 

                                                 
39 Senō Yoshinobu, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū: Yamato monogatari hen (Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 2000), 

93-110. 
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the Ise monogatari, partly because of the way all but two of the individual anecdotes refer to the 

protagonist simply as “the man” (otoko おとこ) (in the two outlier episodes, he is referred to as 

Heichū). However, unlike the Ise monogatari where the protagonist is portrayed as an amorous 

man who is involved in various elegant affairs, the Heichū monogatari’s protagonist is not so 

successful in his conquests, oftentimes rejected or rebuffed by his love interests. It has also been 

observed that whereas the Ise monogatari appears to have a stronger emphasis on the poems, the 

narrative technique in the Heichū monogatari seems to have evolved to a certain extent, resulting 

in several episodes where the narrative becomes more sophisticated with a greater attempt at 

characterization and story-building.40 

The Heichū monogatari begins in a somewhat similar fashion to the Ise monogatari: the 

time period is not specified, save for the vague assertion that it was “a long time ago” (mukashi 

むかし). The Heichū monogatari does specify the name of the protagonist as Heichū, although 

this designation alone does not serve to identify the character as Taira no Sadafumi, given that 

there is no contemporaneous record of Sadafumi being known under this name. The most 

striking difference between the two collections, however, is the length and amount of details 

contained in the Heichū account: the whole episode consists of as many as ten poems, spanning a 

period of several months and includes the protagonist’s interactions with many different people. 

The first poem, along with its full “headnote,” is as follows: 

Once, a very long time ago, two men were courting the same woman. The man 

who had been wooing her from the first was of higher rank and served in close 

attendance upon the Emperor of the time, while the man who had come along 

afterwards, though a blood relation of this same Emperor’s mother, was of much 

inferior rank. But who can fathom a woman’s heart, for it was this second man, 

Heichū, on whom the lady chose to bestow her favors! 

 

                                                 
40 See Susan Downing Videen, Tales of Heichū, Harvard East Asian Monograph 137 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University East Asia Center, 1989), 18. 
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It was only natural that her first lover should bear a terrible grudge against the 

man who had won away his lady. Time and again, whenever an opportunity 

presented itself, he would fabricate all manner of outrageous lies about his rival 

so that the Emperor could only think Heichū’s behavior most reprehensible. For 

his part, Heichū, thus slandered before the Emperor by the first man, found his 

very attendance at the palace grown distressing; and day after day he spent in 

aimless wandering about the countryside. When it came to the Emperor’s 

attention that, guardsman though he was, Heichū was even neglecting his official 

duties, he relieved him of his post. At this Heichū grew utterly disenchanted with 

the world and thought, “Turning my back on this grievous world of men, I shall 

pursue my religious devotions singlemindedly and make the mountains and the 

fields my home!” But his mother and father so doted on their son that they could 

not bear to part with him for even the shortest while. Unhappy though he was, 

therefore, because of them he was frustrated in his melancholy wish to quit the 

world of men. 

 

Of all the seasons of the year it had to be autumn at just this time, deepening 

Heichū’s forlornness. At dusk one evening, when no ray of hope could lighten 

the gloom within his heart, he composed this verse: 

 

uki yo ni wa     I see no gate 

kado saseri to mo    that, bolted, bars my way and yet 

mienaku ni     why can I 

nazo mo wa ga mi no    not leave behind 

idegate ni suru    this world of cares and grief? 

 

憂き世には門鎖せりとも見えなくになぞもわが身のいでがてにする41 

 

This first poem in the Heichū monogatari is a poem on personal grievances (jukkai-uta 述懐歌), 

expressing the poetic persona’s contradictory emotional state of wishing to leave the world 

behind (i.e. joining the Buddhist order) and yet being unable to do so, partly out of consideration 

for his parents. The lengthy headnote gives the full context of all of the relevant events that 

happened prior to this reflective moment in time: a jilted lover who took his revenge on Heichū 

by spreading false rumors about him, resulting in a loss of favor with the emperor and an 

eventual dismissal from official duty—a matter that often weighs heavily on the minds of male 

                                                 
41 Translation by Videen, Tales of Heichū, 29-30. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri, Taketori monogatari, Ise 

monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 452. 
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Heian courtiers like Heichū. Thanks to the detailed introduction, the reader gets a fairly clear 

picture of the character of Heichū: what kind of lineage he had (a blood relation of the emperor’s 

mother), what kind of position he held at court (a guardsman of an inferior rank), and how he felt 

about the events that happened to him (disenchanted upon losing his position, frustrated because 

he cannot carry out his wish, as it contradicts the wish of his parents). It is clear that these details 

must have existed at some point in the form of stories being told alongside the poems rather than 

being something that could simply be extrapolated from the poetic contents. As previously 

mentioned, the heavy focus on the poems as seen in the other two uta-monogatari seems to have 

shifted toward the circumstances of composition in the Heichū monogatari. Thus, the reader is 

presented with a much more detailed account of how the poem came into being, one that not only 

supplies the necessary information but also goes above and beyond to give a full-fledged 

portrayal of the protagonist. One may even go so far as to say that the poems are taking on a 

secondary role now: to provide an additional facet to the depiction of the character, rather than 

the other way around. 

 It is also interesting to note that despite the fact that the Heichū monogatari has often 

been described as a somewhat lesser successor of the Ise monogatari (with Heichū being an 

amorous man in the same vein as “the man” in the Ise monogatari, only less successful), 

Heichū’s very “failures” might have been intended by the compiler of the collection in order to 

create a portrait of a man that is not so much larger-than-life—as is the case with “the man” in 

the Ise monogatari, but rather an everyday man who may not always succeed at what he does, be 

it amorous conquests or court promotions. The fact that the very first poem in the collection is 

one of personal grievances rather than a love poem also sets the general tone of the work: one 

gets the sense that the collection will be a record of various aspects of the man’s life and not just 
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an attempt to create a second version of the Ise monogatari, where the man’s amorous conquests 

became a kind of legend in and of themselves, inspiring the development of many fanciful (and 

sometimes outright scandalous) interpretations of the text during the medieval period.42 The 

protagonist of the Heichū monogatari does not inspire such outlandish imaginations, but what 

the work does succeed in is creating the portrait of a character known as “Heichū”: a Heian 

courtier who, despite—or perhaps because of—his foibles, provides the reader with a series of 

poetic episodes that are both entertaining and sympathetic. The prioritizing of the narrative 

prefaces over the poems no doubt also contributed to that overall image, helping the character 

become more fleshed out and gain preeminence over the poetry. It is for this very reason that it 

has been speculated that the compiler of the Heichū monogatari must have been someone close 

to Taira no Sadafumi the man, such as his own son, Taira no Koretsune. Indeed, the intimate 

manner in which the protagonist is portrayed in the Heichū monogatari highly differs from that 

found in both the Ise monogatari and the Yamato monogatari, hinting at a familial connection 

where the compiler may have been personally connected to the poet protagonist. 

 At the same time, one may also note that the focus of the very first few lines of the 

Heichū monogatari is in fact not on Heichū, the protagonist of the whole work, but rather 

diffused over all three characters, i.e. Heichū, the man who was his romantic rival, and the lady 

they were both courting. The way the story begins seems to hint at its origin as a poetic anecdote 

that was concerned with describing the events that happened, with the characters simply serving 

as the backdrop to the story, hence the economical manner of introducing the entire cast of 

                                                 
42 One line of interpretation in particular identifies Narihira as an incarnation of various bodhisattvas, and it is said 

that he has slept with 3733 women in order to bring them enlightenment and the Ise monogatari was written by 

Narihira himself as an expedient means (hōben 方便) that was meant to help these women in their religious 

awakening. See Susan Blakeley Klein, Allegories of Desire: Esoteric Literary Commentaries of Medieval Japan 

(Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Asia Center for the Harvard-Yenching Institute, 2002), 156-157. 
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characters: “Once, a very long time ago, two men were courting the same woman.” While it is 

true that the episode goes on to focus on Heichū in much greater details, the opening of the 

episode gives the reader a glimpse into the process in which existing poetic anecdotes might 

have been transformed into a more elaborate character-based narrative. In contrast, the opening 

of the Ise shū is vastly different in that the spotlight is immediately shone upon the character of 

Ise: “In the reign of the Kanpyō emperor, there was someone who served in the living quarters of 

one high-ranking consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato.” She was the first character to 

be introduced, before the mention of “one high-ranking consort” and her father,43 thus 

highlighting her importance in the whole story. Here, the character of Ise is front and center in 

the story rather than existing simply to add details to some established story. Yet again, one may 

observe how the Heichū monogatari and the Ise shū differ in the way the two protagonists are 

situated with respect to the bigger narrative and the implication it may have with regard to the 

creative process that produced these two works. 

Kagerō nikki: A Woman’s Diary 

 The Kagerō nikki is the personal diary of a female author known simply as Michitsuna’s 

Mother—the mother of Fujiwara no Michitsuna 藤原道綱 (955-1020) and wife of the powerful 

statesman Fujiwara no Kaneie 藤原兼家 (929-990). As a skillful poet,44 Michitsuna’s Mother’s 

literary accomplishments were tied to her poetry, and as such, the Kagerō nikki is often referred 

to as a “poetic memoir” due to its blend of both narration and poetry. As suggested by the 

                                                 
43 It could be argued that the Kanpyō emperor is in fact the first “character” to be introduced, but this is a somewhat 

ambiguous case: in a sense, the Kanpyō emperor is not so much a character in this particular part of the story but 

rather an actual historical figure who existed, and his role here is simply to temporally anchor the story rather than 

playing any active part himself. 

 
44 As is often the case with those who were skilled in the art of waka, Michitsuna’s Mother was often asked to 

compose proxy poems (daisaku 代作) for those around her, including her son during his romantic courtship. 
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designation “nikki,” the work appears to have been penned by Michitsuna’s Mother herself, and 

it opens as follows: 

Thus the time has passed and there is one in the world who has lived such a vain 

existence, catching on to neither this nor that. As for her appearance, she can 

hardly be compared to others, and her intelligence—to say she has some is as 

good as saying she has none at all—so it is only natural that she has come to such 

a useless state she thinks again and again; it is just that in the course of living, 

lying down getting up, dawn to dusk, when she looks at the odds and ends of the 

old tales—of which there are so many, they are just so much fantasy—that she 

thinks perhaps if she were to make a record of a life like her own, being really 

nobody, it might actually be novel, and could even serve to answer, should 

anyone ask, what is it like, the life of a woman married to a highly placed man, 

yet the events of the months and years gone by are vague; places where I have just 

left it at that are indeed many. 

 

Well then, for this ultimately disappointing affair, there was, of course, the 

exchange of love letters; from about the time that he became “a tall tree among 

oak trees,” it seems that he made his intentions known. An ordinary person would 

have sent a discreet letter using a serving maid or someone like that as a go-

between to make his feelings known, but this man goes right to my father, half-

joking, half-serious, hinting at the idea, and even though I told my father that it 

did not suit me at all, just as if he did not know, one day he sends a retainer riding 

on a horse to pound on our gate. Who was bringing whose messages, we had not a 

hint, so there is a big commotion, we were quite perplexed, and accepting the 

message brings on another commotion. When I look at it, the paper and so on are 

not what you could expect in such a letter; I had heard from of old that in such a 

case the hand would be perfect, but the writing in this is so bad that I feel it 

couldn’t be that sort of letter; it is so very strange. The words were: 

 

oto ni nomi     Only to listen 

kikeba kanashi na    to your sound alone is sad, 

hototogisu     cuckoo bird, 

koto katarawamu to    would that I could speak with you, 

omou kokoro ari    this is what my heart longs for. 

 

音にのみ聞けばかなしなほととぎすこと語らはむと思ふ心あり 

 

and that was all. When we all discuss it, “How about it? Does it require a reply?” 

my old mother says, “It does.” So feeling obliged, I have someone write: 

 

katarawamu     Toward this village 

hito naki sato ni    where there’s no one to speak with, 

hototogisu     cuckoo bird,  

kai nakarubeki     do not flutter a voice that 
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koe na furushi so    will be quite to no avail. 

 

語らはむ人なき里にほととぎすかひなかるべき声なふるしそ45 

 

Putting aside the Yamato monogatari, which is a collection of poetic anecdotes concerning 

various individuals, the difference between the opening of this diary and the Ise shū as well as 

the other two uta-monogatari is immediately obvious: the work begins in media res, with no 

reference to the time period and no actual introduction of the “protagonist” (who is also the 

narrator in this case). The character is described in rather vague terms, but at the same time, the 

amount of attention that the narration pays her is undoubtedly not something one may expect 

from a uta-monogatari. Her most identifiable attribute appears to be her marriage to “a highly 

placed man”—in essence, her marriage to this man defines who she was within the hierarchy of 

Heian court society.  

It is interesting to contrast the Kagerō nikki protagonist with Ise, who was introduced as 

the daughter of a provincial governor and serving a high-ranking consort. It may be said that 

Michitsuna’s Mother’s self-perception was closely tied to her relationship with her husband, 

Kaneie, whereas the Ise shū compiler appears to have been more interested in portraying Ise in a 

more independent light: her identity was strictly rooted in who she was as a person (the daughter 

of a provincial governor) and what she did for a job (serving as a lady-in-waiting). As will 

become clear later on in the Ise shū, Ise’s lack of attachment to a man and her devotion to her job 

would eventually lead to her earning the favor of Emperor Uda (at least insofar as it is implied in 

the Ise shū narrative), an event that is portrayed as a matter of great pride to her parents. On the 

other hand, Michitsuna’s Mother’s Kagerō nikki largely revolves around the author’s relationship 

with her husband (and its eventual failure). Thus, from just the introduction alone, it is possible 

                                                 
45 Translation taken from Arntzen, The Kagerō Diary, 57-59. 
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to form a general impression of the characters, or at least, it is possible to gauge the author’s 

intention in portraying the characters. In the case of the Kagerō nikki, the author seems 

particularly intent on focusing on her relationship with her husband—a common thread that 

weaves itself constantly in and out of the book. As noted by Fukutō Sanae, Michitsuna’s 

Mother’s marriage to Kaneie was essentially the highest achievement of her life,46 and it was no 

wonder that her own identity was so tightly intertwined with this event. In contrast, in the Ise 

shū, Ise’s identity seems to be more closely tied to her position as a lady-in-waiting for Onshi—a 

notion that is further solidified by the fact that the collection ends with a poem that Ise composed 

on the occasion of Onshi’s passing. In this respect, one may detect a certain parallelism with 

Michitsuna’s Mother’s situation, with Onshi replacing Kaneie’s role as the person who brought 

prestige into Ise’s life—clearly, Ise’s connection to Onshi (and to the other members of the royal 

family, by extension) was a point the compiler of the Ise shū wanted to highlight. 

The depiction of the protagonist in Michitsuna’s Mother’s Kagerō nikki is also intriguing 

in its unrelenting harshness. As remarked by Edith Sarra, it almost reads as if the narrator of the 

diary was going out of her way to present herself as a “difficult character.”47 While Sarra’s 

observation mainly has to do with Michitsuna’s Mother’s actions later on in the book, such as 

finding joy in the misfortunes of her romantic opponents (one particular case even involves the 

death of a young child), one may notice that the opening of the diary already does not paint our 

protagonist in a particularly attractive light. Her appearance “can hardly be compared to others,” 

                                                 
46 In Fukutō’s words, Michitsuna’s Mother’s obtaining a marriage proposal from Kaneie was a victory in terms of 

the “prince-on-a-white-horse syndrome” that many other girls belonging to the zuryō class fantasized about during 

their youth, and it was such a matter of pride to Michitsuna’s Mother that she willingly portrayed all of her 

heartbreaks and Kaneie’s callous treatment of her. See Fukutō Sanae, Heianchō josei no raifu saikuru (Tokyo: 

Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 1998), 74. 

 
47 Edith Sarra, Fictions of Femininity: Literary Inventions of Gender in Japanese Court Women’s Memoirs 

(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1999), 41. 
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and her intelligence was also not something the narrator could bring herself to praise, describing 

it as: “to say she has some is as good as saying she has none at all.” The way the narration seems 

to drag on and on in one long, convoluted sentence also seems to parallel Michitsuna’s Mother’s 

own obsessive and, one may even say, neurotic internal monologue—a never-ending stream of 

consciousness. By comparison, the manner in which Ise is depicted in the Ise shū is much more 

flattering. Although the narrator does not outright praise Ise for her wits or beauty, the reader 

may at least infer that she was reasonably attractive in either or both departments, given that she 

was almost immediately courted by a relatively high-ranking nobleman as soon as she entered 

court service. Although the relationship soon ends in a failure, unlike Michitsuna’s Mother’s 

eventual failed marriage, Ise’s falling out with Nakahira is portrayed in a more sympathetic and, 

indeed, one may even be inclined to classify it as a romantic light, as it puts Ise squarely in the 

category of the tragic heroine who is betrayed by her lover in romantic stories. The reader cannot 

help but sympathize with Ise’s situation, while at the same time being aware that it is a rite of 

passage that a romantic heroine must go through. In this respect, the manners in which the two 

heroines are portrayed in these two works cannot be more different. 

 Despite the differences in the way the Kagerō nikki and Ise shū depict their protagonists, 

it is interesting to observe how both works begin with an account of the two characters’ first 

major romantic courtship: for Michitsuna’s Mother, it is her being courted by Kaneie and for Ise, 

it is her failed relationship with Nakahira. It is as if for these women, their life only actually 

begins once they enter adulthood, which is marked by the appearance of suitors. For renowned 

poets like Ise and Michitsuna’s Mother, the beginning of romantic courtship may have a further 

significance: it is the point that marks their official embarking on their journeys as poets, where 

they would begin producing poetry in earnest. Thus, the fact that both works choose this moment 
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in time for their beginnings may be seen as an attempt to produce a record of the two women’s 

lives starting from the moment they become reproductive—both in the biological sense and the 

poetical sense. For women like Ise and Michitsuna’s Mother, who did not even have an 

opportunity for their real names to be recorded in official histories and who came to be known 

only by their familial ties (be it through their father, husband, or son) or official court duties, it 

may be said that the production of poetry (usually beginning with love poetry) marks an 

important point in time where they begin to figure in the fabric of Heian court society, giving 

them a voice and an identity.  

Beyond Uta-monogatari: Reconsidering Genre Distinctions 

 As previously mentioned, it was during the Meiji period that literary scholars in Japan 

came to group the Ise monogatari, Yamato monogatari and Heichū monogatari under the same 

umbrella term “uta-monogatari,” a designation that did not exactly exist within the corpus of 

premodern Japanese literature and commentary. This anachronistic act of categorization has led 

to some scholars raising the question: what exactly is a uta-monogatari? Some have attempted to 

define the genre in such a way that would accommodate these three works, but as has been seen 

in the previous analysis, there are certain fundamental discrepancies between the works, most 

notably in the relationship between the characters and the poetry.  

In the Ise monogatari and the Yamato monogatari, one may observe a definite 

prioritizing of the poetry in the manner in which the anecdotes are constructed. In the former, the 

protagonist (“the man”) is barely introduced, and even the headnotes themselves seem to have 

been extrapolated from the poem contents in certain cases. In the latter, which is a collection of 

anecdotes involving various different individuals, the “characters” are mentioned by names and 

identified as actual historical personages, but there appears to be an implicit understanding that 
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the reader would be well aware of who each of these individuals are, and once again, none of 

them merits an introduction. As such, the Yamato monogatari, like the Ise monogatari, gives off 

the impression that the characters are merely a means to an end—the vehicle through which the 

poetry becomes transmitted. In contrast, in the Heichū monogatari, the poetry appears to be 

secondary to Heichū—the eponymous protagonist of the work. Indeed, the very fact that the 

collection is named after the main character may be seen as an indication of the great focus 

placed on the character. The lengthy narration/headnote and the manner in which the poetry is 

presented further reinforces that impression: in this work, it is perhaps not the character that 

serves as the vehicle for the transmission of poetry, but rather the other way around—the poetry 

exists for the purpose of enriching the portrayal of the character of Heichū. 

 Keeping in mind these fundamental differences between the texts, it becomes clear that 

the “uta-monogatari” designation may ultimately be inadequate, insofar as it fails to delineate 

the one quality that makes the Heichū monogatari very different from the other two works. In 

fact, I propose a new term: utabito-monogatari (or kajin-monogatari 歌人物語)—“poet tale,” 

which is more applicable to a collection like the Heichū monogatari where the focus is placed on 

the poet rather than the poems. Similarly, even though the beginning portion of the Ise shū has 

often been said to resemble a uta-monogatari, one may observe a tendency in the text to 

prioritize the character over the poetry, and thus the label “uta-monogatari-esque” that has often 

been applied to the beginning of the Ise shū perhaps needs a revision as well.  

 The difference between “orthodox” uta-monogatari like the Ise monogatari and the 

Yamato monogatari and the more poet-centric poetry collections like the Heichū monogatari and 

the Ise shū may have to do with the people who were behind the act of compilation in each case. 

Although for all four of these collections, the identity of the compiler cannot be determined with 
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any amount of certainty, the prevalent theories appear to agree that the Ise monogatari (in the 

form that we know it today) was compiled by someone unrelated to Narihira, whereas the Heichū 

monogatari and the Ise shū were more likely compiled by someone close to the poets Taira no 

Sadafumi and Ise (in the case of the Yamato monogatari, it is obvious that the compiler could not 

have been someone personally close to all of the characters who appear in the work). Such a 

personal connection between the compiler and the main subject of the poetry collection may 

have resulted in the clear focus on the poets that is observable in both the Heichū monogatari 

and the Ise shū. 

 At the same time, in certain respects, the Ise shū appears to resemble a work belonging to 

the personal diary (nikki) genre such as the Kagerō nikki, rather than the Heichū monogatari. As 

has been previously observed, both the Ise shū and the Kagerō nikki begin with an account of the 

protagonist’s first major romantic relationship—a clearly demarcated point in time that has great 

implications for Michitsuna’s Mother and Ise, in both of their roles as women and poets. (In 

contrast, the Heichū monogatari begins with an episode that does not have any special temporal 

significance in the life of the character, even if the event itself is not insignificant.) Thus, one 

may begin to posit a genre progression where the focus gradually shifts from poetry to the people 

who composed them: as the practice of recording the poetic legacy of a poet grows more 

prevalent, it becomes possible for the descendants of that poet to reconstruct his or her life 

through the use of the poetry left behind, resulting in poetry collections that seem to be a cross-

breed between a uta-monogatari, which usually has a heavy focus on narrating poetic anecdotes, 

and a kashū, which is usually strictly archival in nature. A further development is that of the 

nikki, where the process of reconstructing the poet’s life is carried out by the poet themselves 

rather than by a descendent, resulting in a more intimate first-hand account where the poet has 
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fuller control over how their image is to be depicted. In the case of Michitsuna’s Mother, that 

freedom allows her to portray herself in a relentlessly unflattering light—a stance that has invited 

conflicting observations from scholars, with some praising her for her candor48 and others 

interpreting it as a result of excessive pride or self-hatred.49 At any rate, it is safe to say that the 

practice of combining poetry and prose to create narratives was constantly being experimented 

with during the early Heian period, and any consideration of genre categorization and division 

would benefit from a more nuanced approach to the relationship between the characters and their 

poetry as depicted in the texts.

                                                 
48 See Murai Jun, Kagerō nikki zenhyōshaku (Tokyo: Yūseidō, 1978), 81. 

 
49 See Sarra, Fictions of Femininity, 41. 
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Chapter 5: The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers, 

Part II: The Power of Paratexts in Shaping Interpretation 

The Kotobagaki in Waka 

 With only thirty-one syllables in a poem, waka may be considered one of the shortest 

forms of poetry in the world.1 Due to this limitation in the number of words that could fit into a 

single poem, it is no wonder that many waka poems are highly enigmatic and open to multiple 

interpretations, and in some cases, it may be close to impossible to form an adequate 

interpretation for a poem without paratextual information. Consider, for example, the following 

poem from the Ise shū: 

On an occasion when the master had some trees and flowers planted and was 

going to have sand spread out in the garden, someone who was not part of the 

household sent some sand as a gift, thus [I sent them the following]: 

 

arisoumi no    This garden is not the shore 

hama ni wa aranu   of a rough and wave-beaten sea, 

niwa nite mo    but with such an unfathomable amount, 

kazu shirareneba   I cannot help forgetting 

wasurete zo tsumu   and piling up the sand too high. 

 

荒磯海の浜にはあらぬ庭にても数知られねば忘れてぞ積む 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 222)2 

 

In typical waka fashion, certain things are left unsaid in the poem. In this case, the missing piece 

of the puzzle is the keyword “sand” (suna 砂). However, thanks to the relatively detailed 

kotobagaki (headnote), one is made aware of the occasion in which this poem was composed and 

                                                 
1 Notably, the haiku, another genre of Japanese poetry, is even shorter with only seventeen syllables, corresponding 

to the first three lines in a waka. 

 
2 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 392. 
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is able to supply that one missing keyword, and it is thus possible to interpret the poem as the 

poet’s expression of gratitude to whoever it was that made the gift of sand to the household: 

thanks to the generous gift, the poetic persona cannot help but see the garden itself as a patch of 

seashore (a hyperbole that also invokes the practice of mitate—“elegant confusion” between two 

visually similar things), thus she keeps piling the sand higher and higher. Without the 

information provided by the kotobagaki, it would be much harder to guess that the missing word 

is “sand.” The reader may note that the poem compares the poetic persona’s garden to the 

seashore and there is a mention of something to be piled up (tsumu 積む) that exists in great 

numbers (kazu shirareneba 数知られねば, lit. “unknowable number”)—using these clues, one 

may perhaps hazard a guess as to what the object in question may be, but even so, it is hard to be 

completely certain, not to mention the fact that the meaning of the poem is quite bizarre when 

taken out of its proper context. 

From the example above, one may appreciate the use of the kotobagaki to elucidate a 

poem, supplying information that is not otherwise obtainable from the poem itself. As a 

corollary, it is often the case that the paratextual information surrounding a poem, including not 

only the kotobagaki that prefaces it but also the position of that particular poem within a bigger 

cluster of poems, or the inclusion or omission of a reply (in the case of exchanged poetry), can 

drastically change one’s perception of the poem’s meaning, and by extension, one’s impression 

of the poetic persona in the poem. Furthermore, in cases where the same poem appears in 

different collections and with different contexts, the reader may end up having different 

interpretations for each iteration of the poem due to the particular manner in which it is 

presented. What this means is that the interpretation of a poem is not something that the poet has 

complete control over, because the act of interpretation is also mediated by the presence of the 
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compilers of poetry collections who determine what other information the reader may receive 

alongside a poem (not to mention the fact that the act of interpreting a poem is also dependent on 

the reader’s own knowledge of waka conventions, familiarity with common waka tropes, as well 

as personal bias). 

To illustrate the different methods used by the compilers of poetry collections to shift the 

reader’s perception with regard to the interpretation of a poem and the portrait of the poet that 

emerges from the poetry, this chapter will look closely at several examples of cases where poems 

that appear in the Ise shū are simultaneously found in other collections, namely the Heichū 

monogatari and the Gosenshū. These two collections are particularly relevant to a study of the 

Ise shū because they are believed to have been established at around the same time as the Ise shū, 

so a comparison with these collections provides a valuable synchronous cross-section of the 

compilatory efforts that were happening at this particular moment in time. I will first look at the 

Heichū monogatari, a collection of poetic anecdotes that contains an episode that closely 

parallels one in the Ise shū but there are significant differences between the two accounts, and it 

has been argued that this is due to the fact that the compiler of each collection was biased toward 

either Ise or Heichū. Next, I will focus on the Gosenshū, which contains a large number of 

poems by Ise. As has been pointed out by other scholars, there are also many instances where the 

Gosenshū version of an Ise poem is vastly different from its Ise shū counterpart, and by 

conducting a close reading of these cases, I will show the hermeneutical possibilities, as well as 

what might have been the motivations behind the compilers’ actions. In all of these comparisons, 

I highlight the authorial role played by the poetry collection compilers, showing how the notion 

of the “author” in waka poetry not only encompasses the person who composed the poetry but 
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also the person or people who acted as the key medium in transmitting that poetry to a larger 

audience. 

“Two Sides of the Same Love Affair”? Ise’s Side 

 As discussed in Chapter Four (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: 

Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”), one theory for the provenance of the Ise shū, as proposed by 

Senō Yoshinobu, is that the collection was compiled by Nakatsukasa in reaction to the depiction 

of Ise in the Heichū monogatari. Indeed, the two collections do share a few poems. In the Ise 

shū, the relevant poems are featured in the following episode: 

There was a man who had been courting this woman on and off for many years. 

As she never replied to his missives, he sent her another, saying: “After all these 

years, why won’t you even tell me whether you have so much as seen my 

letters?”, and he nicknamed her “Miss Seen.” Again, the man sent: 

 

tachikaeri    Had I not sent you, 

fumiyukazaraba   again and again, letters, 

hamachidori    like footprints on the shore 

ato mitsu to dani   left behind by a plover, 

kimi iwamashi ya   would you have said you’ve seen them? 

 

立ち返りふみゆかざらば浜千鳥あと見つとだに君言はましや 

 

Her reply: 

 

toshi henuru    After all these years, 

koto omowazu wa   had I had no feelings for you, 

hamachidori    would I have retained 

fumi tomete dani   and looked at the many footprints 

mibeki mono ka wa   of the plover on the shore? 

 

年経ぬること思はずは浜千鳥ふみとめてだに見べきものかは 

 

In the summer, on an extremely hot day, from the same man: 

 

natsu no hi no    Like the bird crying out for water, 

moyuru wa ga mi no   I’m also crying 

wabishisa ni    out of agony, 

mizukoidori no   for the flame of passion burns me 

ne o nomi zo naku   like the sun on a summer day. 
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夏のひの燃ゆる我が身のわびしさにみづこひ鳥の音をのみぞなく 

 

There was no reply. 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 19-21)3 

 

At first glance, this episode from the beginning portion of the Ise shū appears to depict Ise’s 

interactions with an unnamed man. As is the case with many other instances in the collection, it 

is not always easy to identify the exact identities of the individuals who communicate with Ise in 

the many exchanged poems interspersed throughout the collection. Unlike imperial waka 

anthologies (chokusenshū) and personally selected poetry collections (shisenshū 私撰集), which 

usually contain poems from many different poets, private poetry collections (shikashū) such as 

the Ise shū, which are usually repository of all of the poetry composed by a single poet, 

frequently omit details regarding the identities of the individuals involved, either out of 

negligence, lack of information, or a desire to preserve personal privacy. In many cases, it is 

possible to accurately identify the authors of these poems—usually when the same poems are 

found in other poetry collections where more information is provided. Such is the case with the 

above episode from the Ise shū, as it highly resembles the beginning of the second episode from 

the Heichū monogatari, which is as follows: 

An incorrigible fellow who, once punished, learned nothing from the experience, 

Heichū was courting another woman, now sending her passionate avowals, now 

lapsing into silence, as the mood would take him. While this lady did not deem 

Heichū utterly unattractive, neither did she feel disposed to answer the letters that 

he sent to her. Finally, he sent his messenger to beg, “If you would deign to look 

at my letter, be so kind as to say at least that you have seen it, even if you care to 

make no further reply!” And that is exactly what the lady wrote—“I have seen 

it!”—and nothing more! 

 

Heichū sent her this poem: 

 

                                                 
3 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 64, 66-67. 
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natsu no hi ni    In the anguish of my love, 

 moyuru wa ga mi no   burning like the tiger moth 

 wabishisa ni    drawn to a summer lamp, 

 mitsu ni hitori no   alone I cry out, yearning 

 ne o nomi zo naku   for you as water to my flames. 

 

 夏の日に燃ゆるわが身のわびしさにみつにひとりの音をのみぞなく 

 

And the lady responded: 

 

itazura ni    If you had indeed 

tamaru namida no   shed so many tears in vain 

mizu shi araba    that they would collect in pools, 

kore shite kete to   I would show you how to use that water 

misubeki mono o   to damp those flames! 

 

いたづらにたまる涙の水しあらばこれして消てと見すべきものを 

 

(Heichū monogatari – Poems nos. 11-12)4 

 

Even though these two accounts contain significant differences, the similarity between poem no. 

21 from the Ise shū and poem no. 11 from the Heichū monogatari is enough to establish that the 

unnamed man in the Ise shū account is most likely Heichū (Taira no Sadafumi), and the 

unnamed woman in the Heichū account is Ise. 

 Knowing that the two accounts are supposed to describe the same sequence of events, 

their differences become a fascinating insight into how the compiler of each work intended to 

portray their characters. In the Ise shū version, the account starts out with an unidentified man 

(Heichū) who has been trying to court the woman (Ise), sending her many letters but never 

getting a reply. The man implores the woman to at least let him know whether or not she has 

seen his letters. The man then nicknames the woman “Miss Seen” (mitsu みつ) (for seemingly 

                                                 
4 Translation taken from Videen, Tales of Heichū, 33, with the exception of the last poem (no. 12), for which I have 

supplied my own translation. Videen’s translation (“Had I but shed / a tear or two in vain, / water would lie / in 

pools to show you / how to damp those flames!”) is a rather unusual interpretation and does not seem to match the 

context where the man claims to be the one shedding tears. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri, Taketori 

monogatari, Ise monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 457. 
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no reason, as the Ise shū version does not specifically state that Ise communicates her having 

seen the letters to the man).5 He also sends her a poem (立ち返りふみゆかざらば浜千鳥あと

見つとだに君言はましや, “Had I not sent you, / again and again, letters, / like footprints on the 

shore / left behind by a plover, / would you have said you’ve seen them?”) that essentially 

means: “I’m glad I sent you all those letters, because otherwise you would never have read 

them.” The central image here is that of the “plover on the shore” (hamachidori 浜千鳥). The 

reason why Heichū chose this image perhaps has to do with the host of words associated with it, 

referred to as “engo” in waka terminology. These are: fumi ふみ, hamachidori, and ato あと. In 

this particular instance, fumi is a “pivot word” (kakekotoba) that takes on two different 

meanings: “to step, to tread on” (踏み) and “letter” (文), while ato, meaning “trace, marks,” 

refers to both the footprints left behind by birds (the shore plover in this case) and handwriting 

(as found in a letter). In waka convention, both of these words are associatively bound to 

hamachidori. 

 The notion of engo in waka is a rather nebulous and heavily debated topic among waka 

scholars, as it is not always clear whether certain words were deliberately used in association 

with each other. After all, it is natural to employ words that are inherently linked together and 

evoke each other, and the distinction between deliberate and unintentional use may not always be 

clear-cut. It has been proposed that a cluster of words may be considered engo when there exists 

two layers of meaning to a poem: a surface one based on the literal meanings of the words and a 

                                                 
5 There is some variation among the three manuscript lineages of the Ise shū regarding what exactly happens at this 

point. The Nishi Honganji lineage implies that it is Ise who nicknames the man “Mr. Seen,” while the other two 

lineages state the opposite. From the context, the Nishi Honganji version does not make much sense, and all 

commentaries agree that there might have been some text missing from this version. This is yet again another 

example of how the audience’s reading experience is highly dependent on the actions of the compilers, transcribers, 

and commentators of poetry collections. 
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“hidden” one based on the secondary meanings that are brought about by wordplays. 

Furthermore, it is often the case that the surface level meaning of the poem usually has to do 

with natural phenomena and landscape, while the “hidden” meaning, which is also the actual 

meaning that the author wants to convey, has to do with human affairs.6 Indeed, this is not 

surprising as a common method of composition in waka is to use nature as the vehicle to 

metaphorically convey one’s emotions. 

 Heichū’s poem fortunately features the clear-cut variety of engo discussed above. On the 

surface level, the poem appears to be about plovers leaving their footprints on the shore, but 

anyone who is familiar with the rhetorical conventions of waka would immediately recognize the 

wordplays and meaning hidden behind: it is a piece of poetic communication about such 

communications between lovers (or potential lovers, as the case may be). The keyword 

hamachidori fulfills two important functions: first of all, it helps establish the surface level 

reading of the poem, signifying the host of imagery that is to be used—it holds the key to 

deciphering the surface level meaning of the poem. Secondly, it introduces two kakekotoba: fumi 

and ato, which together form the second layer of meaning—that of handwritten notes and 

romantic communication. 

 Ise replies with a poem (年経ぬること思はずは浜千鳥ふみとめてだに見べきものか

は, “After all these years, / had I had no feelings for you, / would I have retained / and looked at 

the many footprints / of the plover on the shore?”) that amounts to: “Of course I have read them; 

why would I have kept them all this time, if not for that?” The reply inherits the set of imagery 

used in Heichū’s opening poem—that of the plover on the shore, along with its footprints, but 

introduces one new kakekotoba: tome とめ in the compound fumitome (fumitomu ふみとむ in 

                                                 
6 See Tani, Waka bungaku no kiso chishiki, 46. 
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dictionary form), which means both “to step and leave (footprints) behind” (踏み留む) and “to 

keep letters” (文留む). In response, Heichū sends her another poem (夏のひの燃ゆる我が身の

わびしさにみづこひ鳥の音をのみぞなく, “Like the bird crying out for water, / I’m also 

crying / out of agony, / for the flame of passion burns me / like the sun on a summer day”) on 

another date (a hot summer day), talking about his burning longing for her and alluding to the 

“Seen” incident with a play-on-word: on that hot summer day, he is being scorched by the flame 

of his own passions, and like the bird that cries out for water, he is also crying out for his “Miss 

Seen.” The poem employs a separate but somewhat related set of imagery compared to the 

previous exchange: the main natural object is still a bird, but instead of the plover, it is now the 

mizukoidori みづこひ鳥 (ruddy kingfisher). The choice of this bird likely has more to do with 

its name than with any of its physical characteristics. “Mizu” and “koi” are both kakekotoba that 

could simultaneously apply to natural and human affairs: on the surface level, mizu (水) means 

“water” and koi (kou 乞ふ in dictionary form) means “to beg for, to ask for,” and together, 

“mizukoidori” literally means “bird begging for water.” At a deeper level, however, the double 

meanings of these words allow for a human angle as well: “mizu” being the alternative reading in 

old kana orthography of “mitsu” (みつ), the nickname the man gave Ise after she told him she 

had seen his letters, and “koi” (kou 恋ふ in dictionary form) being “to love.” On this secondary 

level, “mizukoidori” would mean “the bird in love with Miss Seen”—an apt metaphor for the 

man who is one-sidedly longing for our female protagonist. However, Ise makes no reply this 

time. 
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“Two Sides of the Same Love Affair”? Heichū’s Side 

In the Heichū monogatari version, the account starts out similarly with a man (Heichū) 

who has been trying unsuccessfully to court a woman (Ise), sending her many letters but never 

getting a reply. The man implores the woman to at least let him know whether or not she has 

seen his letters, whereupon the woman replies with a succinct: “(I have) seen” (mitsu みつ). In 

response to her brusque remark, the man sends her another poem that talks about his scorching 

longing for her, with a play-on-word that alludes to the “Seen” remark. In reply, the woman 

refutes that claim, saying that if he had indeed cried that many tears, she would love to show him 

how to douse the flame of his passions with those very tears. 

 At first glance, the two accounts may not appear wildly different—at least with respect to 

the stance of both characters: in both accounts, the woman appears to reject the man’s 

approach—and thoroughly so, for she never once responded to his missives. In both accounts, 

the man becomes so frustrated with the one-sidedness of the courtship that he cannot help but 

entreat the woman to simply let him know whether she has even seen his letters. However, the 

minor discrepancy between the two versions does result in a difference in the audience’s 

perception of the characters. In the Ise shū version, Heichū has attempted to court Ise for many 

years, whereas the Heichū monogatari version makes no mention of the time period. The 

specification of the length of time in the Ise shū version is significant in the context of the 

collection, because prior to the episode with Heichū, Ise had suffered a heartbreak from her 

relationship with Fujiwara no Nakahira and appears to have sworn off all romantic relationships 

and become single-mindedly devoted to her work. The Ise shū narrative describes the sequence 

of events following Ise’s temporary withdrawal from the court after her heartbreak as follows: 
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In the meantime, she received a message from the imperial consort, saying: 

“Return immediately. I thought I’d have you serve at court. Did I ask you to serve 

the young gentlemen?” She was so embarrassed, she thought she could die. 

 

Thus she returned to court and resumed her service, only to have the man send her 

letters time and time again, saying that he wanted to see her, but she ignored them 

all. Just then, the man’s elder brother approached her and said: “Do you still think 

you can count on him, after all this time? Dear me, how fatuous. You should have 

feelings for me instead.” However, she only exchanged letters with him and never 

met face to face. 

 

Meanwhile, the first man had also gotten wind of what was going on. One day, 

she was back at home and, seeing that the plants in the garden were blooming 

beautifully, she tied some pampas grass together to pass the time. The man 

happened to see this and composed: 

 

hanasusuki    I was the one who had trusted 

ware koso fukaku   that our union would come to fruition, 

tanomishika    but here you are, being so plainly bound 

ho ni idete hito ni   to someone else, 

musubarenikeru   just like the pampas grass. 

 

花薄我こそ深く頼みしかほに出でて人に結ばれにける 

 

He also told her: “There are these things I have heard,” so she responded, saying: 

“How could what you said be happening to someone as insignificant as myself? If 

I were to be involved with someone anyway, then…” She seemed to be letting her 

guard down, which made him rejoice. However, they still did not meet after that. 

 

[…] 

 

Again, a man she did not care much about harbored deep feelings for her and 

pursued her relentlessly. He would send her many a letter, but as she never 

replied, he penned the following poem: 

 

yamagatsu wa    This mountain peasant spoke, 

iedomo kai mo    but his words were in vain, 

nakarikeri    as if lost in a deep ravine. 

koi koso sora ni   O, love, echo through the sky 

wa ga kotae seyo   and give me an answer! 

 

山がつは言へどもかひもなかりけり恋こそ空に我が答へせよ 

 

As she still did not reply, he pressed her on, saying: “My dear, my dear, even if 

you dislike me, or whatever it is, do tell me,” so she sent him nothing but the 

following: 
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ika ni semu    What am I supposed to do? 

ii hanatarezu    I cannot tell you all that is in my mind. 

uki mono wa    The true heartbreak 

mi o kokoro to mo   is that my fate in life 

senu yo narikeri   is one where I cannot follow my heart. 

 

いかにせむ言ひ放たれず憂きものは身を心ともせぬ世なりけり 

 

And that was the end of that. 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 9, 16-17)7 

 

And finally, after describing her rejection of Heichū, the narrative concludes this mini-section 

with the following: 

Many approached her and tried to court her, but she never paid them any heed, 

and instead devoted all of her efforts to serving at court. The emperor at the time 

had her serve him in close proximity and took pity on her. Just when people were 

admiring her firm stance toward male attention, a little prince was born. The 

consort she was serving was also appointed the empress. She sent the young 

prince to a place called Katsura, while she herself remained in service at court.8 

 

Thus, in this series of anecdotes, the narrative portrays four men’s (Nakahira, his brother 

Fujiwara no Tokihira, Heichū, and one unknown man) attempts to court Ise to no avail. The 

detail about Heichū’s extended courtship of Ise is certainly tied to the content of her reply poem 

(which mentions the many passing years in the first line), but it also adds the time dimension to 

the narrative, emphasizing how much time has passed since Ise became determined to reject all 

men’s advances.  

Another difference between the two accounts is the exact manner in which the 

communication between the two characters took place. In the Heichū monogatari version, 

Heichū sent Ise the following poem after she ascertained she has indeed seen his previous letters: 

natsu no hi ni    In the anguish of my love, 

                                                 
7 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 39, 57-59. 

 
8 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 69. 
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 moyuru wa ga mi no   burning like the tiger moth 

 wabishisa ni    drawn to a summer lamp, 

 mitsu ni hitori no   alone I cry out, yearning 

 ne o nomi zo naku   for you as water to my flames. 

 

 夏の日に燃ゆるわが身のわびしさにみつにひとりの音をのみぞなく9 

 

To which Ise responded with the following: 

 

itazura ni    Had I but shed 

tamaru namida no   a tear or two in vain, 

mizu shi araba    water would lie 

kore shite kete to   in pools to show you 

misubeki mono o   how to damp those flames! 

 

いたづらにたまる涙の水しあらばこれして消てと見すべきものを10 

In the Ise shū version, Ise did respond to another poem by Heichū prior to the summer love 

poem; the exchange is, once again, as follows: 

Again, the man sent: 

 

tachikaeri    Had I not sent you, 

fumiyukazaraba   again and again, letters, 

hamachidori    like footprints on the shore 

ato mitsu to dani   left behind by a plover, 

kimi iwamashi ya   would you have said you’ve seen them? 

 

立ち返りふみゆかざらば浜千鳥あと見つとだに君言はましや 

 

Her reply: 

 

toshi henuru    After all these years, 

koto omowazu wa   had I had no feelings for you, 

hamachidori    would I have retained 

fumi tomete dani   and looked at the many footprints 

mibeki mono kawa   of the plover on the shore? 

 

年経ぬること思はずは浜千鳥ふみとめてだに見べきものかは 

 

                                                 
9 Translation taken from Videen, Tales of Heichū, 33. 

 
10 Translation taken from Videen, Tales of Heichū, 33. 
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(Ise shū – Poems nos. 19-20)11 

 

However, Ise made no reply to the summer love poem, with the prose stating: “There was no 

reply.” Ise’s reply to the summer love poem in the Heichū monogatari version does appear in the 

Ise shū as poem no. 324, albeit as a standalone poem with no context. It is possible that the 

compiler of the Ise shū was simply unaware of the connection between the two poems, but it is 

also just as possible that the compiler intentionally left out this second reply by Ise to highlight 

her unwillingness to engage in further conversation with Heichū:12 while Ise did reply to 

Heichū’s initial poem (in the Ise shū version), perhaps out of compassion for the man after he 

expressed his relief upon knowing that she did read his letters, as soon as he attempts to court her 

again, she immediately shuts off that channel of communication. As always, it is impossible to 

tell whether or not the Ise shū compiler deliberately modified this version of events to show Ise’s 

determination to reject all romantic interests aimed at her, but given the general direction of this 

particular segment in the narrative, it is plausible. 

 While there is no conclusive evidence to prove which version of events was more 

historically accurate, it should be noted that the Heichū monogatari account does not simply end 

there but continues as follows: 

Time passed as they corresponded with each other in this way; but when Heichū 

found it next to impossible to arrange an actual meeting with the lady, he sent this 

verse: 

 

nageki o zo    The weary woodsman 

koriwabinubeki   cuts no more, his brushwood load 

augo naki    too burdensome; 

wa ga kata kikite   and I, denied a rendezvous, 

mochi shi wabureba   can no more bear my grief. 

                                                 
11 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 64, 66. 

 
12 This is the general consensus by Ise shū scholars. See, for example, Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū: Ise, 

Tsunenobu, Toshiyori no shū, 167 and Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū: Ise monogatari hen, Heichū 

monogatari hen, Ise shū kantō uta-monogatari hen, 182-183. 
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なげきをぞこりわびぬべきあふごなきわがかたききて持ちしわぶれば 

 

The lady replied: 

 

tare ni yori    For whom is it 

koru nageki o ka   you bear your load of grief 

uchitsuke ni    that suddenly 

ninai mo shiranu   you wish to pass it off on me, 

ware ni ōsuru    who never was a porter? 

 

たれによりこるなげきをかうちつけに荷なひも知らぬわれにおほする 

 

In the meantime summer turned to autumn. The lady had heard that uncommonly 

lovely gardens grew before Heichū’s house and that now in autumn 

chrysanthemums were blooming in profusion. One day she sent a message, 

saying, “Break off a branch of those exquisite chrysanthemums for me!” When 

Heichū questioned the lady’s messenger as to the reason for her request, the man 

answered, “My lady says that she wishes to attach the flowers to a note she is 

sending in reply to her lover.” 

 

“Her indifference was hard enough to bear, but this is even worse!” thought 

Heichū. “I am not the only suitor whose letters she answers, I see!” Breaking off a 

particularly pretty branch of chrysanthemums, he sent it to her with this poem 

attached: 

 

hana mo ka mo   Would that I might be 

nokoru kiku to mo   a chrysanthemum unfading both 

narinishika    in blossom and in scent, 

ware yori wa mata   for then your thoughts would turn 

araji to omowamu   to me and only me. 

 

花も香も残る菊ともなりにしかわれよりはまたあらじと思はむ 

 

“What exactly did you say to him?” the lady demanded of her messenger when 

she saw what Heichū had written. 

 

“I only told the gentleman just how things stand, My lady,” the fellow answered. 

 

And so she sent this reply: 

 

nurekaeri    I find that even I 

sekarenu mio ni   was drawn into a raging current 

hikarete zo    impossible to stem; 

ware sae ukite    soaked through and through I float, 

nagareyorikemu   wafted where the waters will. 
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濡れかへりせかれぬ水脈にひかれてぞわれさへ浮きて流れよりけむ 

 

Unhesitatingly, Heichū replied: 

 

wa ga fukaki    So swiftly flows 

kokoro no mio no   the current of my love, 

tokuhayaku    raging, swelling 

nagarekureba zo   deep within my heart— 

kimi mo ukiizuru   you, too, were swept away. 

 

わが深き心の水脈のとくはやく流れくればぞ君も浮きいづる 

 

“My only wish,” he added, “is that night might quickly fall!” 

 

The lady replied, “Though darkness come, to what avail? Since the house will be 

guarded more heavily tonight, nighttime only means more ‘Watchmen at the 

Barrier Gate’!” 

 

Heichū wrote back:  

 

Ausaka no    Since nighttime only means 

seki wa yoru koso   more watchmen at the gate that bars 

morimasare    the Meeting Slope to you, 

kurureba nani o   what shall I rely upon, 

ware tanomuramu   enshrouded now in darkness? 

 

逢坂の関は夜こそ守りまされ暮るればなにをわれ頼むらむ 

 

The lady answered: 

 

morimasedo    Many though the guards, 

yoru wa nao koso   night will to its name be true, 

tanomarure    on that one can rely; 

nuru ma mo araba   for should their watchful heads but nod 

kosamu to omou ni   I’m sure you’ll slip inside. 

 

守りませど夜はなほこそ頼まるれ寝る間もあらば越さむと思ふに 

 

Their correspondence continued like this for quite some time without reaching 

any satisfactory conclusion. With Heichū’s complains growing ever more bitter, 

the lady at last relented. “All right,” she said, “I can see there’s no help for it. But 

I’ll thank you not to take any special liberties! I shall agree to meet with you on 

only the most ordinary footing and show you how I feel. For the moon is lovely 

tonight!” Heichū, of course, wasted no time in coming. The lady invited him to sit 
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upon the verandah, where he could hear her sisters and various other ladies 

speaking together most enchantingly. 

 

“She did say that with this meeting tonight she would show me her feelings for 

me,” he thought. “And yet,” he wondered, “why in the world did she choose such 

a busy place to rendezvous? What shelter can we find here from prying eyes? If 

my feelings for her were so ordinary that I need not be discreet, all of this would 

be well and good; but really this is quite deplorable!” 

 

Meanwhile, the first light of dawn finally roused him from his reflections. He 

returned home and sent this verse back to the lady: 

 

uchikawashi    Could the moon have shown 

chikawanu sode o   those desultory showers spilling 

amagumo to    from the clouds last night 

furishi shigure wa   to soak the lonely sleeves of one 

tsuki ni miekemu   who slept alone, his love unpledged? 

 

うちかはし誓はぬそでを雨雲と降りし時雨は月に見えけむ 

 

(Heichū monogatari – Poems nos. 13-20)13 

 

It is clear that in this version of events, Ise is much more amenable toward Heichū’s advances: 

not only did she regularly respond to his communications, she also agreed to meet with him after 

much prodding, although in the end, the rendezvous failed because there were too many people 

around. The narrative in the Heichū monogatari also portrays Ise as a flirtatious woman: at one 

point, she even asked Heichū to give her some beautiful chrysanthemums so that she could send 

them along with her reply to another lover. It is also interesting to note that while the Ise shū 

does contain four out of the eight poems that are included in this latter half in the Heichū 

monogatari (two given as Ise’s standalone poems, and two being the “Watchmen at the Barrier 

Gate” exchange),14 they are scattered throughout the collection and there is no indication that 

                                                 
13 Translation taken from Videen, Tales of Heichū, 33-35. The Japanese is taken from Katagiri, Taketori 

monogatari, Ise monogatari, Yamato monogatari, Heichū monogatari, 457-460. 

 
14 To be more precise, poems nos. 14, 16, 18 and 19 in the Heichū monogatari appear as poems nos. 171, 322, 316 

and 317 in the Ise shū, respectively (albeit with slight variations in the diction). It may also be noted that all of the 

poems attributed to Ise in the Heichū monogatari episode are indeed recorded in the Ise shū, while some of Heichū’s 
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they were produced in the context of Ise’s interactions with Heichū. Once again, one is left to 

wonder whether the Ise shū or the Heichū monogatari gives the more faithful account of the 

relationship between Ise and Heichū. To a certain extent, the fact that the Ise shū does not 

include the aforementioned poems in the account proper may simply be due to missing 

information in the records kept, resulting in an incomplete picture of the affair. It may also be 

observed that the latter half of the Heichū monogatari version seems to contradict the former 

half, where it is said that Ise completely rejected Heichū to the point that he could not even tell 

whether she has so much as read any of his previous communications. While the Ise shū 

compiler may also have had their own agenda in their portrayal of Ise, the Ise shū version makes 

more logical sense, at the very least. 

Compiler as Second Author: Comparing the Two Sides 

 The differences between the Ise shū version and the Heichū monogatari version of the 

liaison between Ise and Heichū have been chalked up to being “two sides of the same love 

affair” by Hagitani Boku,15 and the commonly accepted view is also that the two compilers were 

working from different materials that were passed down within each family, resulting in two 

separate versions of what is basically the same story, albeit with certain biases depending on 

which point of view the story is being told from.16 However, that supposition does not seem to be 

truly adequate to explain the incongruence one finds between the two accounts, not to mention 

the contradiction in Ise’s attitude within the Heichū monogatari account itself. Indeed, as Senō 

Yoshinobu has suggested, it seems quite plausible that the Ise shū and Heichū monogatari were 

                                                 
poems are missing, reinforcing the theory that the Ise shū compiler only had access to a partial record of the events 

that transpired. 

 
15 Hagitani Boku, Heichū monogatari: tsuketari Heichū kokkeitan (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1970), 18. 

 
16 See, for example, Nakada Takeshi, Ōchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū to shinshiryō (Tokyo: Ōfūsha, 1971), 233. 
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not developed independently, as previously believed, but rather, there is the possibility that the 

Ise shū was specifically compiled in reaction to the Heichū monogatari. To be more precise, 

Senō’s theory is that Ise’s daughter, Nakatsukasa, saw the depiction of Ise in the Heichū 

monogatari and decided to record her own mother’s story, partially to clear her mother’s name.17 

As part of his evidence, Senō points out that several expressions in the Ise shū account seem to 

be in direct reference to the one in the Heichū monogatari, and indeed, Katagiri Yōichi has also 

noted elsewhere that certain expressions in this episode in the Ise shū may in fact have been 

borrowed from the Heichū monogatari,18 implying an awareness on the part of the Ise shū 

compiler of the existence of the other collection. 

 Regardless of whether the writing in the Ise shū was influenced by that of the Heichū 

monogatari or vice versa, it may be erroneous to treat the two accounts as “two sides of the same 

story” or two (possibly heavily editorialized) interpretations of the same sequence of events in 

the first place. As I have demonstrated, the poetic persona is never an exact representation of the 

historical poet, and likewise, a poetic retelling of an event that happened in the past is not the 

same as a historical record of that event. Insofar as the historical poet becomes transformed into 

her textual counterpart, her “story” also becomes exactly that: a story that may be based on 

actual events but separate from historical facts. In the same way, Heichū’s story is also another 

such fabrication: it may have basis in events that actually took place, but it is once again a textual 

recreation, and despite the fact that Ise’s story and Heichū’s story may have been based on the 

same events, the moment they came into existence, they became two independent entities, and 

                                                 
17 See Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū: Ise monogatari hen, Heichū monogatari hen, Ise shū kantō uta-

monogatari hen, 181-183, where the author argues about the approach taken by the Ise shū compiler. Elsewhere in 

the book, Senō theorizes that Nakatsukasa is likely the compiler of the Ise shū as we know it today (see Chapter 

Four, “The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”). 

 
18 See Katagiri, Ise, 99. 
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any discussion regarding which of these two accounts is more “accurate” is perhaps an 

unproductive venture. Rather, it may be more valuable to evaluate the character portraits 

presented in each account as a reflection of the intention of the compiler-author.  

In the affair between Ise and Heichū, the general consensus is that the Ise shū compiler 

was attempting to portray Ise’s steadfastness and devotion to her work, and Heichū’s failed 

courtship of Ise was likely used as one such demonstration, whereas the account in the Heichū 

monogatari may have served the opposite purpose: to portray one of Heichū’s many romantic 

dalliances, despite—or perhaps by virtue of the fact that it is not necessarily a success. As such, 

the same poem by Heichū (夏のひの燃ゆる我が身のわびしさにみづこひ鳥の音をのみぞな

く, “Like the bird crying out for water, / I’m also crying / out of agony, / for the flame of passion 

burns me / like the sun on a summer day”) was used in both texts, but the different execution of 

the two narratives resulted in a different construction or representation of the characters. In the 

Ise shū, that Ise did not send any reply to this poem (despite having replied to Heichū’s previous 

poem, ascertaining that she did indeed peruse all of his previous correspondences) not only 

highlights her firm rejection of all romantic courtship but also portrays both characters in a 

sympathetic light: it seems to suggest that Ise’s rejection of Heichū does not stem from any fault 

in his character, but it is simply a result of Ise’s resolution. The reader may even empathize with 

the man’s character in this anecdote: despite his ardent feelings for the heroine, things are simply 

not meant to be for them. On the other hand, the Heichū monogatari account depicts a much 

more typical scenario in romantic courtship: the man sends the woman a poem expressing his 

passionate feelings for her, and the woman replies with a retort, employing imagery in the man’s 

poem to add an unexpected twist to the poetic situation (in this case, the twist is that the woman 

has turned the man’s tears of love into the tool to dampen his flames of passion). This 
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stereotypical poetic exchange helps make it extremely clear that the man and the woman are 

participants in a romantic courtship, with each occupying a well-defined role: the man that of a 

rakish pursuer and the woman that of a witty temptress. The impression given is entirely 

different from that of the Ise shū account. 

The accounts in the Ise shū and Heichū monogatari show how the same poem, when 

given a slightly different context, can change the reader’s perception of the characters portrayed. 

Notably, the information in the two accounts does not fundamentally contradict each other—the 

most major divergence is the presence or absence of certain poems (with the Ise shū version 

adding an extra poetic exchange at the beginning and omitting Ise’s reply to Heichū’s summer 

love poem), and yet that alone is enough to transform the way in which the character portraits are 

presented and perceived. 

Ise shū and Gosenshū (I): Different Narratives for Poetic Exchanges 

 Aside from the Heichū monogatari, many of Ise’s poems can also be found in the 

Gosenshū, another poetry collection that was possibly established at around the same time at the 

Ise shū. Indeed, the Gosenshū is a significant repository of Ise’s poems, with Ise being one of the 

most well-represented poets in the collection: 72 of her poems are included in this anthology, 

second only to Ki no Tsurayuki, the chief compiler of the Kokinshū who has 81 poems in the 

Gosenshū. The Ise shū also has a large overlap with the Gosenshū: the two collections share as 

many as 113 poems, which corresponds to 23% of the Ise shū and 8% of the Gosenshū.19 As 

discussed in Chapter Four (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: Poetry, 

Fiction, and Biography”), several of the poems common to both the Ise shū and Gosenshū 

                                                 
19 This number excludes a portion of the Ise shū containing 65 poems that are clearly not by Ise, which may have 

been added to the collection at some point by a later editor, perhaps by mistake. The number is greater than Ise’s 

total poem count in the Gosenshū as it also includes poems by other people who were conversing with Ise in poetic 

exchanges. 
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present contradicting information, whether it be discrepancies in the headnotes, different 

authorial attributions, or mismatch of poetic exchanges. This has resulted in much speculation 

with regard to whether or not the compiler(s) of one collection was using the other as its source. 

To date, the most exhaustive investigation in this area has been carried out by Sekine Yoshiko, 

who identified every instance of identical poems in the two collections (barring minor variations 

in the diction) and meticulously categorized the differences into types. Based on these 

differences, Sekine concluded that neither collection could have been based on the other. 

However, the discrepancy between some of these instances could be due to how the compiler 

wanted to portray the female protagonist. Furthermore, the differing details offered by the two 

collections also shed a light on the editorial approach taken by the different compilers. 

 The first and foremost example of the differing contexts in the Ise shū and the Gosenshū 

is the poetic exchange in the very first episode of the Ise shū, which is: 

In the reign of the Kanpyō emperor, there was someone who served in the living 

quarters of a high-ranking consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato 

Province. Her father doted on her, and hoping to keep her from being associated 

with the average man, he sent her to court as a lady-in-waiting. The brother of the 

lady she was serving, however, ardently courted her for some time, and what 

could have happened, one is made to wonder. 

 

Although she was anxious about her father’s reaction, he simply said: “It must 

have been because of some karmic bond from a previous life, but one can’t really 

count on such young men.” After a few years had gone by, he became the son-in-

law of a Major Captain at the time. The father heard about this and thought about 

how his misgiving had proven true. 

 

The woman was extremely ashamed of this ordeal. Just then, as she was living at 

her father’s residence on the Fifth Avenue, the man came by and sent her the 

following poem, written on a red persimmon leaf: 

 

hito sumazu    Coming to this lodging, 

aretaru yado o    fallen into ruin 

kite mireba    ever since I stopped visiting, 

ima zo ko no ha wa   I now find a brocade 

nishiki orikeru    woven from the autumn leaves. 
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人住まずあれたる宿を来て見れば今ぞ木の葉は錦織りける 

 

Although the woman was extremely pained to receive the man’s poem, she was 

also greatly moved by it and thus penned the following reply, tied to a 

nezumimochi branch: 

 

namida sae    Even my tears are aiding 

shigure ni soete   the falling autumn rain, 

furusato wa    dyeing the crimson leaves 

momiji no iro mo   an even deeper shade 

kosa zo masareru   at this forsaken place, as it falls into ruin. 

 

涙さへ時雨に添へてふるさとは紅葉の色も濃さぞまされる 

 

This must have been around the Ninth Month. The man was also greatly touched 

upon seeing the woman’s reply. 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 1-2)20  

 

The detailed headnotes give the reader plenty of context, not only with regard to who the poets 

are but also what kind of relationship they have. For a zōtōka, which is highly dependent on the 

nature of the relationship between the poets, this information is extremely crucial to the 

interpretation of the poetry. Through the headnotes, the reader gathers that Ise was the daughter 

of a provincial governor (zuryō), and like many other young women belonging to her class, she 

entered the entourage of one high-ranking consort of the emperor, and in this new environment, 

she began a relationship with the lady’s brother, Fujiwara no Nakahira, against the wishes of her 

father, who had higher hopes for her. True to her father’s fears, the young man ended up 

marrying the daughter of a higher-ranking court official and started to neglect her. Eventually, 

the man came to visit her after some time had passed, and upon seeing the beautiful autumn 

leaves there, which look like a brocade woven by nature, the man composed the first poem, tied 

it to a red persimmon leaf, and sent it to the woman inside. The poem (人住まずあれたる宿を

                                                 
20 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 7, 15. 
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来て見れば今ぞ木の葉は錦織りける, “Coming to this lodging, / fallen into ruin / ever since I 

stopped visiting, / I now find a brocade / woven from the autumn leaves”) essentially reads: 

“Now that I have come again to this desolate place after a long time of no visits, how surprised I 

am to find the leaves woven into a brocade!” The poem is devoid of any rhetorical devices: it is 

in effect prose that has been constructed in the 5-7-5-7-7- meter. There are no kakekotoba, no 

engo with double meanings, no anastrophe. It is a simple poem that greatly illustrates the poetic 

style of many other Heian aristocrats similar to Nakahira: those who come from a privileged 

background, for whom poetry is a tool of communication but their life does not depend on it. For 

female poets like Ise and lower-ranking aristocrats who do not have the benefit of familial 

backing, the stakes were much higher when it comes to poetry as it is one of the few ways they 

have to advance themselves, be it in official or romantic matters. High-ranking aristocrats like 

Nakahira did not have to hone their poetic skills to the extent of people like Ise, even though a 

bare minimum of poetic knowledge was still required to participate in the elegant Heian society. 

 On Ise’s part, she was pained to receive the poem, but it also touched her (perhaps 

because she still had not completely gotten over the man and she could not help but be moved 

upon receiving a communication from him), and she penned a reply, tying it to a branch of 

nezumimochi (an evergreen shrub). The reply (涙さへ時雨に添へてふるさとは紅葉の色も濃

さぞまされる, “Even my tears are aiding / the falling autumn rain, / dyeing the crimson leaves / 

an even deeper shade / at this forsaken place, as it falls into ruins”) essentially means: “Here in 

this forsaken place, it is not just the late autumn rain that colors the leaves but my bitter tears are 

also at work, giving them the beautiful colors that you see.” Unlike with Nakahira’s poem where 

the context and the poem’s content help establish that the season is autumn but there are no 

seasonal words (kigo 季語), Ise’s poem features the autumn seasonal word momiji 紅葉 (autumn 
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leaves) and late autumn/early winter seasonal word shigure 時雨 (rain shower that falls in the 

late autumn or early winter), which clearly establish the temporal space of the poem. 

Furthermore, while Nakahira’s poem contains no rhetorical devices, Ise’s features the 

kakekotoba “furu” ふる, which simultaneously forms the first part of the word “furusato” 故郷 

(“old village, home town,” translated here as “this forsaken place”) and functions as the verb “to 

fall” 降る (as in the falling of the rain). The two meanings of the kakekotoba in Ise’s poem 

function on the same level: that of natural scenery. The kakekotoba helps fit more words into the 

short thirty-one-syllable poem (by imparting double the amount of meanings into one single 

word) rather than introducing a completely different line of meaning into the poem (as was the 

case with the previously analyzed plover exchange between Ise and Heichū). 

 Another characteristic worth noting in Ise’s poem is the subtle use of two conventions of 

waka: the notion that the late autumn/early winter rain plays a hand in making the autumn leaves 

turn a deep crimson shade, and the notion that bitter tears (sometimes referred to as “chi no 

namida” 血の涙, lit. “blood tears”) are also responsible for turning the autumn leaves that shade 

of color, due to the deep red color of these tears. Ise’s poem only makes sense when the reader is 

equipped with these tidbits of waka knowledge: in effect, the poetic persona is claiming that not 

only is the late autumn rain falling but so are her tears, and the combined effect of the two helps 

dye the autumn leaves an even deeper shade of red. The reason the poetic persona is shedding 

such bitter tears has to do with what is said in Nakahira’s poem, i.e. she is crying because, like 

the lodging falling into ruins, she has been neglected and abandoned by the man. Not 

surprisingly, Nakahira found this reply to be greatly moving. 

This same exchange is found in the Gosenshū: 

Written on an autumn leaf and sent away after he came to an uninhabited house: 
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The Biwa Minister 

hito sumazu    Coming to this lodging, 

aretaru yado o    uninhabited 

kite mireba    and fallen into ruin, 

ima zo ko no ha wa   I now find a brocade 

nishiki orikeru    woven from the autumn leaves. 

 

人住まず荒れたるやどを来て見れば今ぞ木の葉は錦織りける 

 

In reply: 

Ise 

namida sae    Even my tears are aiding 

shigure ni soite   the falling autumn rain, 

furusato wa    dyeing the crimson leaves 

momiji no iro mo   an even deeper shade 

kosa masarikeri   at that forsaken place, as it falls into ruin. 

 

涙さへ時雨にそひてふるさとは紅葉の色も濃さまさりけり 

 

(Gosenshū – Book VIII [Winter] – Poems nos. 458-459)21 

 

The Gosenshū version of the headnotes does not provide much information regarding the 

circumstance in which the poems were composed. A less informed reader may not be aware of 

the history between Nakahira and Ise and may completely miss the hidden dynamics between the 

amorous man and the woman he jilted. There is also a slight factual difference between the two 

headnotes: in the Ise shū version, the man appears to come to the place where Ise was living, but 

in the Gosenshū version, he seems to have come to a place where she no longer lives (as 

indicated by the fact that the poem is sent away, presumably to the place she now lives). As such, 

the word “sumazu” すまず, which is translated as “no longer frequents” (in the context of a man 

visiting a woman he is intimately involved with and spending the night there) in the Ise shū 

version takes on a different meaning in the Gosenshū version as “uninhabited,” i.e. in reference 

to the woman who no longer lives there. Thus, the man’s poem may be read as a purely seasonal 

                                                 
21 Katagiri Yōichi, ed., Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei, vol. 6, Gosen wakashū (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1990), 

134-135. 
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poem: he is visiting an uninhabited house which has fallen into a state of dilapidation, and he is 

surprised at the beauty of the autumn leaves there. The woman’s reply can also be interpreted as 

one devoid of romantic intentions: there is a mention of tears, but given the context, one may be 

inclined to infer that they are tears caused by a more neutral source of grief, such as self-

reflection on one’s circumstances. In fact, the inclusion of this exchange in the Winter book of 

the Gosenshū further encourages the reading of this exchange as a pair of seasonal poems and 

ignoring of any romantic subtext. The reader of the Gosenshū version of the exchange may thus 

be unaware of the implication that it is the man who was responsible for the woman’s tears, 

which in turn aided the late autumn rain in turning the leaves such a vibrant shade, and that in a 

roundabout way, the man was admiring an object that was made all the more beautiful by his 

own neglect of the woman. 

The headnote for Ise’s reply poem in the Gosenshū version also leaves out one important 

detail regarding how she chose to present the poem: tied to a nezumimochi branch. In the Ise shū 

version, this detail is in direct contrast with the one on how the man sent her his poem: tied to a 

red persimmon leaf. As the changing colors of leaves in autumn is often used as a metaphor for 

changing feelings in romantic relationships in waka, it is possible to interpret Ise’s choice of the 

nezumimochi branch as a response to Nakahira’s red leaf: while his feelings for her may have 

changed like the leaves that change colors in autumn (here, an astute reader may also pick up on 

the unspoken play-on-word of “aki” 秋, “autumn” and “aki” 飽き, “growing tired of”), hers still 

remain the same, like the color of evergreen leaves. With a few details, the Ise shū version is thus 

able to impart a whole new layer of meaning that is not present in the Gosenshū version. 
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Types of Headnotes in Poetry Collections 

What may have been the reason for the differing headnotes in the two versions? Given 

that the Gosenshū headnote generally agrees with the Ise shū version, it may be surmised that 

some version of the story was already in circulation at the time. It is possible that the Gosenshū 

compiler simply did not have access to all of the information surrounding the characters, but it is 

also just as likely that the details were intentionally left out. After all, the nature of a 

chokusenshū—an imperial waka anthology—means that it is much less amenable to the 

depiction of matters that are overly private. Indeed, it has often been remarked that the 

Gosenshū’s great focus on poems on common, everyday themes (ke no uta 褻の歌) in general 

and zōtōka in particular (the collection contains as many as 180 pairs of poetic exchanges) is 

already a deviation from the approach adopted by the previous chokusenshū, i.e. the Kokinshū, 

which is often taken to be the gold standard of all chokusenshū. 22 A chokusenshū would not 

contain the same level of personal detail as a private poetry collection or the same amount of 

narrative context as a uta-monogatari, and the abbreviation of the context in this case may 

simply be a matter of necessity.  

This economy of words may also explain the differing headnotes of the Ise shū and 

Gosenshū versions of the following poetic exchange in the Ise shū: 

In the meantime, the imperial consort fell ill, so everyone gathered around to wait 

on her. The original man [Nakahira] sent someone called Kikurabito to pass a 

message, which said: “Come to your chamber,” so she [Ise] asked the lady to pass 

a message back, which was in the vein of the old poem that started with: “I just 

want to console my afflicted heart, before all else.” The man thus sent her the 

following: 

  

 yoi no ma ni    Please make haste 

 haya nagusameyo   and console your heart 

 isonokami    while the night is still young, 

                                                 
22 See Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 477-493 for a general discussion of the peculiarities of the Gosenshū.   
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 furinishi toko mo   for you must also brush away 

 uchiharaubeku   the dirt that’s collected on the long empty bed. 

  

宵の間にはや慰めよ石の上ふりにし床もうち払ふべく 

  

Her reply: 

  

 watatsu umi to    With all the tears I’ve shed, 

 narinishi toko o   my bed has turned into the ocean; 

 imasara ni    if I were to brush it now, 

 harawaba sode ya   my sleeves would turn into foam 

 awa to kienamu   and vanish into nothingness. 

 

 わたつ海となりにし床を今さらに払はば袖や泡と消えなむ 

 

 Everyone was very touched upon hearing it. 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 14-15)23 

 

This exchange appears to have taken place sometime after the fallout between Ise and Nakahira 

described in the previous exchange. Despite Ise’s unwillingness to continue the relationship now 

that Nakahira has shown his true colors, he is still trying to pursue her, and this exchange depicts 

one such attempt. On this occasion, in the hope of setting up a rendezvous with Ise, Nakahira 

asked another lady-in-waiting to pass Ise a message to come to her personal chamber in the rear 

palace. However, Ise refused, citing an old poem which amounts to: “I just want to console my 

own heart first, before I worry about what others want.”24 Even in the face of this rejection, 

Nakahira persists, sending Ise a full poem this time, effectively saying: “If you want to console 

your heart, go ahead—but make it quick, because you’ll also need to spend some time brushing 

away the dust that has collected on the bed after such a long time of its being unused.” This 

poem by Nakahira is noticeably more sophisticated than the previously discussed autumn leaf 

                                                 
23 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 52, 55. 

 
24 The original poem is: “Ushi to omou / kokoro o shibashi / nagusamemu / nochi ni yohito o / aware to omowamu” (

うしと思ふ心をしばしなぐさめむ後によひとをあはれと思はむ). 
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poem, with the use of the makura-kotoba 枕詞 (pillow word) “isonokami” いそのかみ, which 

originated from a place name in present-day Nara and was used as a leading phrase for the place 

name Furu 布留 in the compound “Isonokami no Furu” (meaning “Furu in Isonokami”). Due to 

the similarity in sound between the place name Furu and the verb furu 古る (to grow old), the 

word “isonokami” has come to be used as a pillow word for the latter, as Nakahira did in this 

poem. The exact reason for the use of pillow words in waka, especially earlier waka, is not 

entirely clear, but it has been suggested that the inclusion of pillow words helps clearly 

demarcate poetic language from normal, everyday language,25—somewhat similar to Michael 

Riffaterre’s notion of “ungrammaticality” in poetry,26 and indeed, the pillow word “isonokami” 

not only adds an immediately recognizable degree of lyricism to the poem, it also seems to 

emphasize the “oldness” of the bed (translated here as “the long empty bed”)—an emphasis that 

would not be there had the poet simply used the verb “furu” without any epithet. 

In reply to Nakahira’s callous poem, Ise steadfastly declines with a poem of her own, 

hyperbolically stating that her aforementioned bed has turned into the ocean due to all of the 

tears she has shed, and if she were to brush the bed with her sleeves, as the man had suggested, 

then her sleeves would turn into water foam and vanish. Essentially, Ise refuses to do what the 

man told her to. Ise’s reply is dominated by an ocean imagery with the words “watatsu umi” わ

たつ海 (ocean) and “awa” 泡 (water foam), which helps emphasize her emotional pain by 

likening her tears to the vast ocean as well as highlighting her fragile state of mind (with the 

inclusion of the water foam image). 

 This exchange is also found in the Love III book of the Gosenshū: 

                                                 
25 See, for example, Tani, Waka bungaku no kiso chishiki, 30. 

 
26 See Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), 1-22. 
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After having known each other for a long time, a man told a woman that he 

wanted to have a private moment with her, but the woman, who was serving at 

court, was late to arrive, so the man composed:   

The Biwa Minister 

yoi no ma ni   Please make haste 

haya nagusameyo  and console me 

isonokami   while the night is still young, 

furinishi toko mo  for you must also brush away 

uchiharaubeku the dirt that’s collected on the long empty bed. 

 

夜ゐの間にはや慰めよいその神ふりにし床もうちはらふべく 

 

In reply: 

Ise 

watatsumi to   With all the tears I’ve shed, 

arenishi toko o  my bed has turned into the ocean; 

imasara ni   if I were to brush it now, 

harawaba sode ya  my sleeves would float, miserably, 

awa to ukinan   like water foam. 

 

わたつみとあれにし床を今更にはらはば袖や泡とうきなん 

 

(Gosenshū – Book XI [Love III] – Poems nos. 756-757)27 

 

According to the Gosenshū version, Nakahira and Ise are still involved in a relationship and Ise 

was not at all opposed to Nakahira’s proposal for a tryst. In fact, in this version, she did arrive at 

their meeting place, albeit late, and this thus changes the interpretation of Nakahira’s poem: the 

act of “consoling” (nagusamu なぐさむ) now applies to him rather than to Ise, and he urges her 

to console his heart for she has kept him waiting. Ise’s reply still constitutes a refutation but 

within this context, it appears more playful than serious—a matter of conventional rhetoric rather 

than an actual accusation of neglect and unfaithfulness. The dynamics between the poets thus 

changes completely in this version, and the interpretation also changes accordingly. 

 Similar to the previous autumn leaf exchange, the Gosenshū version of this exchange 

between Ise and Nakahira also omits the final line at the end, which describes the emotional 

                                                 
27 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 221. 
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impact of the reply poem on its audience. In the previous exchange, it is said that Nakahira was 

“also greatly touched upon seeing [Ise]’s reply,” which indicates that Ise’s poem has managed to 

generate an emotional response in Nakahira—the man who so callously remarked on the fact that 

he has neglected his lover for such a long time almost as an afterthought, when he relegated the 

description of his action to a mere predicate for her residence: “hito sumazu aretaru yado” 人住

むあれたる宿 (“this lodging, fallen into ruin ever since I stopped visiting”). It seems that after 

reading Ise’s poem, he finally realized how much pain he has caused her, and the postscript helps 

confirm the efficacy of Ise’s reply. In the case of the current exchange, the information added at 

the end of the Ise shū version describes the reaction of the other ladies-in-waiting upon hearing 

Ise’s poem. One may expect that they are all privy to the details of the affair between Ise and 

Nakahira, and given what they know of the man’s neglect, Ise’s response likely strikes an 

emotional chord: they can empathize with her pain. The lack of this information in the Gosenshū 

version puts the emphasis solely on the poetry, and paratextual information is provided only to 

the extent that it helps the understanding of what is said in the poems. Aside from that, there does 

not seem to be any interest in situating the poems within their larger context and what kind of 

emotional impact they may have on their immediate audience. 

 As previously mentioned, the reason for the divergence between the Ise shū and 

Gosenshū accounts may be an attempt on the part of the Gosenshū compilers to avoid having to 

explain too much of the context. The poem that Ise refers to in her initial response is an old poem 

of anonymous provenance. As identified by Katagiri Yōichi, it appears to be featured in a variant 

text of the Shūi wakashū 拾遺和歌集 (Collection of Gleanings, c. 1005), the third imperial waka 
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anthology,28 but it is uncertain how well-known this poem was at the time of the compilation of 

the Gosenshū, and it is possible that the Gosenshū compilers left out this detail deliberately to 

avoid possible confusion on the part of the readers. In doing so, they also had to make changes to 

the situation described in the headnote in order to make Nakahira’s poem make sense, as it is 

directly related to the poem referenced by Ise. It is impossible to tell for sure, but the different 

nature of a chokusenshū like the Gosenshū and that of a shikashū like the Ise shū may come into 

play, resulting in poems that are textually the same but hermeneutically different, meant to cater 

to different audience for different purposes. 

Ise shū and Gosenshū (II): Poetic Framing and Hermeneutical Possibilities 

As previously discussed in Chapter Two (“Performance, Audience Expectations, and 

Self-Portrayal in Ise’s Exchanged Poetry”), the categorization of waka into sub-types such as 

zōtōka, dokueika, byōbu-uta and so on is highly dependent on context. The categorization of the 

exact same poem may change based on what information is contained in the headnote. The 

following section takes a closer look at examples of poems that are shared between the Ise shū 

and the Gosenshū in which the differing headnotes cause the poems to be perceived as different 

categories, in turn resulting in different interpretations. 

One prominent example of a category change is the following poem in the Ise shū: 

Written at the very end of a collection of poems put together in response to a royal 

order for poems to be presented: 

 

yamagawa no    The imperial court is like a river 

oto ni nomi kiku   flowing deep among the mountains: 

momoshiki o    I’m only hearing rumors of it now; 

mio hayanagara   would that I had a way 

miru yoshi mogana   to look at it while I was young, as back then. 

 

                                                 
28 The original poem is found in book VIII of the variant text “Manuscript in the hand of Horikawa Gusei” 堀河具

世筆本, after poem no. 506. 
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山川の音にのみ聞く百敷をみをはやながら見るよしもがな 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 32)29 

 

This same poem appears as poem no. 1291 in the Miscellaneous IV book in the Gosenshū with 

an extremely different headnote: 

Sent to an acquaintance from long ago, who was serving at court: 

Ise 

yamagawa no    The imperial court is like a river 

oto ni nomi kiku   flowing deep among the mountains: 

momoshiki o    I’m only hearing rumors of it now; 

mi o hayanagara   would that I had a way 

miru yoshi mogana   to look at it while I was young, as back then. 

 

山河の音にのみ聞くもゝしきを身をはやながら見るよしも哉 

 

(Gosenshū – Book XVIII [Miscellaneous IV] – Poem no. 1291)30 

 

The two versions of the headnote do not change the meaning of the poem significantly: 

fundamentally, the poem expresses the poetic persona’s longing for the imperial court where she 

spent time during her youth, now that she is no longer there. However, the exact detail with 

regard to the recipient of Ise’s poem would change the reader’s impression of how the author 

may have intended for her poem to be received. In the case of the Gosenshū headnote, the poem 

is sent to Ise’s lady-in-waiting friend who, unlike Ise, is still serving at court. The poem is thus a 

zōtōka that is partly meant as a praise for the recipient’s good fortune to be living and working at 

such a splendid place—a place that has now become so foreign to Ise that all she has now are 

tidbits of gossip, delivered over hearsay, like the sounds of a river flowing deep among the 

mountains: she can hear its sounds but cannot catch a glimpse of the real thing. Here, the primary 

rhetorical devices being used are engo and kakekotoba. The engo are words having to do with 

                                                 
29 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 94. 

 
30 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 391. It should be noted that this poem is also featured in the Kokinshū and the headnote 

of the Kokinshū version is almost identical to that found in the Ise shū. 
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water imagery: yamagawa 山川 (mountain river), mio 水脈 (water course), and haya 速 (fast, 

swiftly). The kakekotoba are mio and haya, which, aside from the aforementioned meanings, also 

signify the self (身を) and a younger age (早), respectively. Thus, one may also pick up a slight 

sense of envy woven into the poem lines: how Ise wishes it were still the “good old days” when 

she, too, was a part of that glamorous life.  

In the Ise shū headnote, the poem functions as a cross between a dokueika and a zōtōka as 

it is added to the end of a collection of various poems for a specific recipient. The recipient is not 

definitely identified, but it is clear that it is a royal personage.31 The aspect of praise in Ise’s 

poem is thus still there, but this time, the praise takes on a slightly different overtone: the tribute 

is paid not only to the splendor of the imperial court itself but also to the royal recipient to whom 

Ise’s poem is addressed, as this exalted individual would have been a symbol of the Heian court 

itself. While it is not as likely that the recipient would have been Onshi or Uda, the lack of 

specificity in the headnote does lend itself to these interpretations, especially in the context of the 

Ise shū, where the immediately preceding poems portray Ise’s relationship with her mistress and 

the retired emperor. In that case, the praise of the imperial court may also take on the additional 

aura of nostalgia: neither Onshi nor Uda would have still resided in the palace itself at the time of 

this poem, and the poetic persona’s expressed desire to essentially return to the past also implies 

a desire to return to a time when she was still serving the emperor or his empress, a time of glory 

                                                 
31 The prevalent theory, suggested since as early as premodern time by Keichū in his commentary of the Kokinshū—

the Kokin yozaishō 古今余材抄 (1692)— is that the royal order here came from Daigo, due to the fact that he was 

the commissioner of the Kokinshū and it would seem to be the most appropriate occasion for established poets like 

Ise to be requested to submit their own poems to aid the compilation effort. However, some modern scholars have 

suggested other possibilities, such as Katagiri Yōichi, who proposed at one point that Onshi might have been the 

source of the “royal order” mentioned in this headnote (a theory that was also backed by Akiyama Ken), and Senō 

Yoshinobu, who suggested the possibility that Uda was in fact the royal commissioner. See Senō, Heianchō uta-

monogatari no kenkyū: Ise monogatari hen, Heichū monogatari hen, Ise shū kantō uta-monogatari hen, 248-251. 

Regardless, in the context of the Kokinshū where the poem was also included, the most likely candidate is, without a 

doubt, Emperor Daigo. 



184 

 

for everyone involved. The poems that Ise was collecting to submit to the recipient thus become 

a mutual memento of the past, a piece of shared memory between the two correspondents, 

recording the events that happened during those unforgettable days. On the other hand, as a 

dokueika, the poem also portrays the poet’s introspective state of mind where she reminisces 

about her youth. The added function of dokueika allows the poet a space for self-reflection 

independent of any audience, where the frame of reference is centered on her alone—a 

perspective that would not exist for a poem that is purely part of a poetic exchange.  

This same poem is also included in the Kokinshū with a headnote that is essentially 

identical to that in the Ise shū: 

Composed on the occasion when she was presenting poems in response to a royal 

order, written at the very end of the collection of poems she put together: 

Ise 

yamagawa no    The imperial court is like a river 

oto ni nomi kiku   flowing deep among the mountains: 

momoshiki o    I’m only hearing rumors of it now; 

mi o hayanagara   would that I had a way 

miru yoshi mogana   to look at it while I was young, as back then. 

 

山川の音にのみ聞くももしきを身をはやながら見るよしもがな 

 

(Kokinshū – Book XVIII [Miscellaneous II] – Poem no. 1000)32 

 

What is extremely interesting about the Kokinshū iteration of this poem is the fact that it is 

featured at the very end of the Miscellaneous II book—in other words, the last “main” book of 

the Kokinshū (the remaining two books are “Miscellaneous Forms” and “Traditional Poems from 

the Bureau of Songs, Sacred Songs, and Eastern Songs”). The mention of how this poem by Ise 

was written at the very end of the collection she put together to aid the compilation of the 

Kokinshū seems to echo its position at the end of the Kokinshū proper, and in a way, the 

                                                 
32 Ozawa, Matsuda, Kokin wakashū, 378. 
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sentiment voiced by Ise’s poetic persona in this poem may be taken as the collective sentiment of 

every individual poet whose poetry was featured in the collection: everyone yearns to have a 

glimpse of the imperial court and be a part of that splendid world. Thus, even though Ise was 

speaking as herself when composing this poem, in the Kokinshū version of it, the view expressed 

by the poetic persona becomes a collective one and the poetic persona grows blurry as it 

becomes superimposed on the imagined personae of all of the other poets in the collection. It is 

no small feat that this poem by Ise was featured at such a crucial position in the Kokinshū and 

given the role of speaking on behalf of so many others—a testament to the respect Ise had earned 

among the most illustrious of her peers.  

As has been noted by other scholars, given that the Kokinshū was compiled during Ise’s 

lifetime, it is highly unlikely that the collection would contain an inaccurate account of the 

circumstance of composition of the poem. Thus, the more likely scenario is that there was some 

mix-up with the Gosenshū version, perhaps one that would have resulted in Ise’s poem being 

attached to a kotobagaki that should have belonged to another poem. Another possibility that has 

been suggested is that Ise simply repurposed the poem in her private correspondence with a lady-

in-waiting friend.33 Katagiri Yōichi offers yet another explanation: by the time the Gosenshū was 

compiled, stories about Ise may have circulated enough among the Heian court society that the 

version of events in the Gosenshū had become established enough to be considered a variant on 

the story.34 It is indeed possible that the Gosenshū compilers had gone out of their way to include 

this alternative version in the collection because they must have been aware of the Kokinshū 

                                                 
33 See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 96. 

 
34 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 391. 
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account, and thus the inclusion of this poem with this particular headnote may have been the 

compilers’ attempt to provide a different reading of the same poem. 

Another example of contradictory contexts resulting in a change in the poem’s 

categorization is the following poem from the Ise shū: 

Upon hearing the cry of a cuckoo late at night: 

 

futakoe to    Never could one hear 

kiku to wa nashi ni   your cry for a second time, O Cuckoo; 

hototogisu    and yet, here I am, 

yo fukaku me o mo   completely roused from my sleep 

samashitsuru kana   when the night is still afoot. 

 

二声と聞くとはなしに郭公夜深く目をも覚ましつるかな 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 119)35 

 

Within this context, the poem appears to be a rather straightforward seasonal dokueika: it may be 

surmised that the time is summer due to the presence of the cuckoo (hototogisu). Upon hearing 

the cry of a cuckoo late at night, the poetic persona is roused from her sleep in the hope of 

hearing that beautiful sound a second time, but alas, the sound is not forthcoming. The conceit of 

the poem is based on the common belief at the time that the cuckoo only cries once. The emotion 

expressed is one of admiration for the song of the cuckoo, but the poem is also a slight chastise 

toward the cuckoo who is so unwilling to share his gift. As is commonly seen in dokueika, 

personification is employed as the poetic persona directly addresses the cuckoo, blaming it for 

her state of wakefulness throughout the night.  

The Gosenshū provides a different headnote for the same poem: 

Sent in the morning after a summer night when someone came by, talked for a 

while, and then left: 

Ise 

futakoe to    Never could one hear 

                                                 
35 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 240. 
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kiku to wa nashi ni   your cry for a second time, O Cuckoo; 

hototogisu    and yet, here I am, 

yo fukaku me o mo   completely roused from my sleep 

samashitsuru kana   when the night is still afoot. 

 

二声と聞とはなしに郭公夜深く目をもさましつる哉 

 

(Gosenshū – Book IV [Summer] – Poem no. 172)36 

 

Within this new context, the cuckoo functions as a metaphor for the man who left all too early 

and ended up incurring the displeasure of the woman. This interpretation certainly would not 

have been possible with the headnote in the Ise shū version. Furthermore, the headnote in the 

Gosenshū turns the same poem into a zōtōka, constituting the first half of a poetic exchange, 

which is meant to elicit a response from the man (although the response, if there is one, is not 

recorded in the Gosenshū). For this particular poem, it seems unlikely that the Gosenshū 

compiler would have come up with an entirely different context for the poem on their own, so 

the more likely scenario is that the Ise shū compiler may have intentionally modified the poetic 

context, making it more neutral and devoid of romantic intrigue. This would certainly maintain 

the editorial stance that the Ise shū compiler adopts in this collection.  

Interestingly, this same poem also appears as poem no. 105 in the Summer book of the 

Shūishū (c. 1005), the third imperial waka anthology, with yet another headnote: 

On the screen of His Royal Highness during the same august reign: 

Ise 

futakoe to    Never could one hear 

kiku to wa nashi ni   your cry for a second time O Cuckoo; 

hototogisu    and yet, here I am, 

yo fukaku me o mo   completely roused from my sleep 

samashitsuru kana   when the night is still afoot. 

 

二声ときくとはなしに郭公夜深く目をもさましつる哉 

 

                                                 
36 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 55. 
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(Shūishū – Book II [Summer] – Poem no. 105)37 

 

The “august reign” here refers to the Tenryaku era (947-957) under the reign of Emperor 

Murakami (926-967, r. 946-967), the son of Uda. In this new context, the poem transforms from 

a dokueika into another sub-type: a byōbu-uta, i.e. a screen poem to accompany the painting on a 

screen (byōbu 屏風), and the poetic persona becomes a character within a painting rather than a 

projection of the poet herself. This new context also brings with it a new milieu for the 

appreciation of the poem—the lack of sound, which is inherent in paintings, is given a logical 

explanation: the poem (and painting) captures the moment after the poetic persona had been 

roused from sleep after hearing the cuckoo cry once, and now she waits in vain for a second cry 

that is never to come. The nature of the medium makes the lack of sound even more noticeable, 

and the reader cannot help but imagine themselves as the person inside the painting, who is 

straining their ears in the hope of catching the cry of the cuckoo. As noted by the editors of the 

Ise shū zenchūshaku, the Tenryaku era began in the year 947, when Ise would have been in her 

seventies, which would make it somewhat unlikely that she composed this poem for a screen 

painting. The Gosenshū headnote seems to be more historically accurate.38 Nevertheless, the 

poem works remarkably well within the new context given by the Shūishū, once again 

highlighting how a poem’s interpretation greatly depends on the paratextual information and how 

the reader’s perception is likewise shaped by the compiler(s). 

A somewhat reverse case of the previous poem—this time a transformation from a 

byōbu-uta to a dokueika—is the following from the Ise shū: 

On the screen paintings that the Kiyotsura Minister of Civil Affairs commissioned 

for the occasion of the fortieth birthday of the Gojō Principal Handmaid. 

[…] 

                                                 
37 Masuda Shigeo, Waka bungaku taikei, vol. 32, Shūi wakashū (Tokyo: Meiji Shoin, 2003), 20. 

 
38 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 240-241. 
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Wisteria flowers are blooming at a house near the sea: 

 

wa ga yado no    O wisteria blossoms 

kage tomo tanomu   of my dwelling, 

fuji no hana    whose shade I greatly rely on— 

uchiyoriku tomo   do not let yourselves be snapped off 

nami ni oraruna   by the waves washing ashore. 

 

我が宿の蔭とも頼む藤の花うち寄り来とも波に折らるな 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 65)39 

 

As indicated by the headnote, this is a byōbu-uta that Ise was commissioned on the occasion of a 

birthday celebration. The Gojō Principal Handmaid (naishi no kami尚侍のかみ), who is the 

recipient of the felicitations, is Fujiwara no Mitsuko/Manshi 藤原満子 (873-937), a member of 

the Fujiwara family. As such, it is immediately clear that the wisteria blossoms (fuji 藤) in the 

painting and the poem is a direct reference to the Fujiwara—it functions as a kakekotoba on two 

levels: the surface level describing the landscape, and the “hidden” level human affairs. The 

word “kage” 蔭 is also a pivot word holding two meanings: the shade provided by the wisteria 

blossoms and the political backing of the Fujiwara. The poem is rounded out by the imagery of 

waves washing ashore, which refers to both the physical ocean waves and is associatively linked 

to the wisteria (due to the wave-like configuration of the wisteria flowers, fujinami 藤浪, formed 

when the branches undulate in the wind). Thus on the surface level, the poetic persona, who may 

be understood to be a character inside the painting, is ostensibly speaking to the wisteria 

blossoms, praising them for the shade they provide her with and imploring them not to be broken 

off by the ocean waves that wash ashore incessantly. At the same time, the poem is read 

                                                 
39 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 137, 146. 
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figuratively with the poetic persona speaking indirectly to Mitsuko, affirming her indebtedness to 

the good grace of the Fujiwara and wishing the lady good health in the future. 

 The same poem also appears in the Gosenshū as poem no. 120 in the Spring II book: 

Unknown context: 

Anonymous 

wa ga yado no    O wisteria blossoms 

kage to mo tanomu   of my dwellings, 

fuji no hana    whose shade I greatly rely on— 

tachiyoriku tomo   do not let yourselves be snapped off 

nami ni oraru na   by the waves of your branches. 

 

わがやどの影ともたのむ藤の花立ち寄り来とも浪に折らるな 

 

(Gosenshū – Book II [Spring II] – Poem no. 120)40 

 

With the lack of any context, the poem becomes a dokueika and the interpretation also changes, 

with the poetic persona someone who is looking out at an actual scene. The “waves” in the poem 

are fujinami, the undulating branches of the wisteria flowers in the wind, completely independent 

of any ocean imagery. On the figurative level, there is no connection to a Fujiwara, so the reader 

would not interpret the wisteria to be a metaphor for the Fujiwara family. Thus, stripped of any 

context, the poem transforms from a byōbu-uta into a dokueika and loses a whole layer of 

figurative meaning. The omission of contextual clues (that the poem is meant to accompany a 

painting) is enough to change the interpretation of the imagery in the poem. 

 Yet another example of this type of transformation can be seen in the following poem 

from the Ise shū: 

While losing myself in reverie during spring: 

 

shiratama o     Is it because in spring, 

tsutsumu sode nomi    my tears flow freely, unfrozen, 

nakaruru wa     that the sleeves where I conceal 

haru wa namida no    those pearly drops of tears 

                                                 
40 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 40. 
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saenu naru beshi    are soaked through and through? 

 

白玉を包む袖のみなかるるは春は涙のさえぬなるべし 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 114)41 

 

This poem is a classic dokueika where the poetic persona is immersed in self-reflection, 

wondering whether her sleeves are soaked because spring has come. With the milder spring 

temperature, the frozen tears that she has shed and kept in her sleeves since winter have now 

thawed and are flowing freely.42 The conceit is commonly encountered in spring poems43 and 

stems from the line that says: “(On the first day of spring) the spring wind melts the ice” (東春解

凍) in the Book of Rites (c. Liji j. Raiki 礼記, 6th-5th c. B.C.), one of the core Confucian classics. 

Here, Ise has co-opted the seasonal trope to create a poem of personal grievances (jukkai-uta). 

The reason for the tears is not clear, but one suspects a general unhappiness with life (as opposed 

to something of a romantic variety), although the comparison of tears to pearls (shiratama 白玉) 

that one hides in one’s sleeve does recall the parable of the jewel in the robe (eri hōjū 衣裏宝珠) 

in the Lotus Sutra,44 which suggests the possibility of a Buddhist overtone: the tears may have 

been prompted by thoughts about the impermanence (mujō 無常) of life. 

                                                 
41 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 234. 

 
42 The actual verb used here is “saenu” さえぬ, the negative form of “sayu” 冴ゆ, which means “to freeze.” 

 
43 One of the most famous poems that employ this notion is the second poem in the Kokinshū by Ki no Tsurayuki: 

“On this first spring day / might warm breezes be melting / the frozen waters / I scooped up, cupping my hands / and 

letting my sleeves soak through?” (sode hijite / musubishi mizu no / kōreru o / haru tatsu kyō no / kaze ya 

tokuramu). Translation by Helen Craig McCullough in Kokin wakashū: The First Imperial Anthology of Japanese 

Poetry: with Tosa nikki and Shinsen waka (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1985), 14. 

 
44 The parable, which is found in chapter 8 of the Lotus Sutra, “Prophecy of Enlightenment for Five Hundred 

Disciples,” tells the story of a man who has a wealthy friend. While he was asleep, the friend sewed the jewel into 

the lining of the man’s robe. Some time passed, and the man had fallen into poverty. When they finally met again, 

his wealthy friend enlightened him about the jewel that was sewn into his robe. The man was delighted to know that 

he has possessed such a precious jewel all along. The jewel in the parable is a metaphor for each person’s Buddha 

nature (busshō 仏性), which is believed to be inside each of us all along. See Burton Watson, trans., The Lotus Sutra 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993). 
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 The Gosenshū version of this poem features a different headnote: 

Sent to someone: 

Ise 

shiratama o    Is it because in spring, 

tsutsumu sode nomi   my tears flow freely, unfrozen, 

nagaruru wa    that the sleeves where I conceal 

haru wa namida mo   those pearly drops of tears 

saenu narikeri    are soaked through and through? 

 

白玉をつゝむ袖のみながるゝは春は涙もさえぬなりけり 

 

(Gosenshū – Book I [Spring I] – Poem no. 20)45 

 

The headnote of this version clearly demarcates the poem as a zōtōka. As such, there is a strong 

implication of romantic tension: although it is not clearly stated, one may interpret the tears as 

caused by a neglectful lover and the poem as both an expression of grievance and a rebuke 

directed toward the man who was the direct cause of those tears. The seasonal element (with the 

conceit of ice thawing in the spring wind) adds an aspect of irony: at first glance, the poem may 

appear to be a regular seasonal greeting (indeed, it appears in the Spring books of the Gosenshū), 

but upon closer look, it may in fact be the complaint of a neglected woman. This example 

highlights the subtlety present in waka: in almost all cases, a waka poem is vague and open to 

various possible interpretations. This is why contextual clues (such as the headnote, the presence 

of other poems sharing the same circumstance of composition, or the identities of the individuals 

involved, to name a few) are a key to narrowing down those possibilities and guiding the reader 

toward an interpretation that best fits a given context. For the poem in question, when presented 

as a dokueika, the cause for the poetic persona’s grievance may be more appropriately 

interpreted as something of a personal nature, but when the poem is given as a zōtōka, the 

possibility of reading it in a romantic light becomes more tantalizing. The categorization of a 

                                                 
45 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 10. 
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poem is a key to the interpretation process, containing important information about how the 

poem functioned as a performance and who the actors are. 

Kotobagaki, Waka, and Poetry Collections: Toward an Understanding of Multiple 

Authorship and Conventions of Reading 

 As we have seen, the context surrounding a poem helps determine how a poem is read. 

This much is not new—the importance of the kotobagaki in the interpretation of waka has never 

been contested. What this chapter has highlighted is rather the different ways in which this 

information may be manipulated to give the same poem different readings. For example, in the 

case of zōtōka where two poems make a single unit, the choice to include both poems or omit 

one may result in different perceptions. The reply could be left out to create a sense of rejection, 

or it could be included—along with several other such poetic exchanges—to create a narrative of 

sustained courtship. The other poems surrounding the poem may also come into play. A poem 

portraying a woman’s rejection of a man’s advances can be placed among many other such 

poems, for example, creating the image of someone who is steadfast in her refusal to engage in 

romantic courtship, which appears to have been the modus operandi of the Ise shū compiler. The 

inclusion of a reply in a particular case and the omission of it in another (e.g. romantic vs. 

platonic) may also be used to highlight the poet’s choice in which types of communication she is 

willing to engage in. 

 Another way in which the context may affect the reading of a poem is the category in 

which the poem is placed, i.e. whether it is to be read as a dokueika, zōtōka, byōbu-uta, etc. This 

information is relevant because it helps specify the intended audience of the poem and, by 

extension, the horizon of expectations associated with that audience. Moreover, each category of 

waka has its own conventions and expectations, so knowing this information helps the reader 
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draw from the body of conventions for that particular category to aid in the interpretation 

process. As has been shown, the same poem can be reframed as a dokueika, a zōtōka, or a byōbu-

uta, all based on the information given in the headnote, and in each of these cases, the 

interpretation changes: the cuckoo in a dokueika may turn into a metaphor for one’s lover in a 

zōtōka, and in the case of a byōbu-uta, the cuckoo may be inside a painting. A poem expressing 

emotional distress may take on a romantic overtone when framed as a zōtōka, especially when 

the recipient is of the opposite gender.  

 The interpretation of a poem is almost never self-contained within the poem but rather 

impacted to a large degree by the paratextual information. The ability to read a single poem in 

several different ways depending on the context highlights the malleability of waka and the 

creative possibilities of producing new narratives by giving a new order to a group of poems 

and/or by providing them with new contexts. As remarked by Haruo Shirane, the issue of 

authorship in premodern Japanese literature is inseparable from that of the copying and 

transmission of texts, evoking Bonaventure’s “fourfold way of making a book,” as laid out in his 

commentary on Peter Lombard’s Book of Sentences.46 Indeed, in this framework, which includes 

the “scribe” (someone who “writes the materials of others, adding or changing nothing”), the 

“compiler” (someone who “writes the materials of others, adding, but nothing of his own”), the 

“commentator” (someone who “writes both the materials of other men, and of his own, but the 

materials of others as the principal materials, and his own annexed for the purpose of clarifying 

them”), and the “author” (someone who “writes both his own materials and those of others, but 

his own as the principal materials, and the materials of others annexed for the purpose of 

                                                 
46 Haruo Shirane, “‘Sakusha’ no fukusūsei, fukusū no sakushasei: janru, denshō, shakuyō, sankagata bunka,” in 

“Sakusha” to wa nani ka,” 6. 
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confirming his own”),47 the role of the compilers in waka anthologies seems to be a hybrid of 

Bonaventure’s “commentator” and “author” rather than that of a “compiler” in the 

aforementioned fourfold scheme. To wit, the compilers of waka anthologies do not merely put 

together the poetry composed by others and add nothing of their own—rather, they both use 

kotobagaki to clarify the waka and use the waka to create narratives. As such, a poetry collection 

is always the product of both the poets who produced the poetry and the compilers who put that 

poetry in context, and the poetic personae who arise from the pages of a poetry collection are 

subjected to the maneuverings of both poets and anthology compilers. This multiplicity of 

authorship is relevant not only to waka but to pre-modern Japanese literature as a whole. 

                                                 
47 Quoted in Alisdair J. Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle 

Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 94. 
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Conclusion 

 In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that the poetic persona in waka, which is very 

often equated with the historical poet,1 is in fact a complicated entity that is not completely under 

the control of the poet. First and foremost, in composing waka, the poet is almost always 

performing for an audience and this audience is invariably equipped with their own expectations 

and preferences.2 It has been argued that during earlier times, i.e. around the time of the 

Man’yōshū, this audience might have been a live audience watching a performance—the famous 

Man’yōshū poet Kakinomoto no Hitomaro might have been pouring his heart out in what may be 

thought of as the most intimate of verses addressed toward his wife, but are in fact a piece of 

fiction, in front of an audience made up of the most distinguished members of the Nara 

aristocracy.3 In the Heian period, one does not quite see evidence of such public performances of 

waka,4 but privacy was a luxury that one could ill afford, especially among the upper echelons of 

society, and what that means is that the poet was more often than not surrounded by others, 

making up an audience that was sometimes invisible but nonetheless present. As such, not only 

did the poet have to take the recipient into consideration in exchanged poetry (zōtōka) but even 

                                                 
1 Part of the reason for this association of the poetic persona with the historical poet in waka is due to the fact that in 

its earlier days, waka was very often used for communicative purposes and naturally, the poetic personae in these 

poetic communications acted as representations of the poets themselves. Poems composed on fixed topics (daiei-

uta) are the occasional exception, as in some cases, it is clear that the poet is composing from the point of view of 

the opposite gender. Even so, many such poetic topics are neutral enough that it is not always immediately clear that 

the poet could be composing from a completely fictionalized point of view. 

 
2 A part of these expectations are prescribed by the conventions of the genre, although one could also argue that all 

conventions are simply the codification over time of the preferences of the majority. 

 
3 Itō, “Hitomaro no shōgai,” 8-17. 

 
4 Poetry contests are indeed public events where the competing poems are read out loud, i.e. vocally performed in 

front of an audience, but given that those in charge of reciting the poems (referred to as kōji 講師) were usually not 

the poets themselves, there is a certain degree of separation between the poet and the performance of their poetry. 
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in the most private sub-category of waka, namely dokueika, the poet may have had to be mindful 

of the judgment formed by an unseen audience and make the decision to portray himself or 

herself in such a way that appeals to that audience.5 Ultimately, the dokueika is a soliloquy meant 

to be heard or read. 

 As I showed in Chapter Two (“Performance, Audience Expectations, and Self-Portrayal 

in Ise’s Exchanged Poetry”), in exchanged poetry, there is an immediate audience in any instance 

of poetic communication, and it is this immediate audience that the poet needs to keep in mind. 

In engaging in these poetic conversations, the poet was often taking on predetermined roles 

frequently performed in waka, such as that of the “waiting woman” neglected by her lover, the 

amorous man constantly on the hunt for a new conquest, the devoted attendant who was 

completely loyal to her master or mistress, and so on. To a certain extent, the poet’s choice with 

regard to which role to enact is determined by the dynamic between her and her audience. In the 

majority of cases, these poetic exchanges are private correspondence between individuals, and 

insofar as the primary participants are concerned, a high degree of privacy is involved.6 In other 

cases, these communications straddle the line between the private and the public, where the act 

of communicating happens between two individuals but their social roles make it so that a degree 

of publicity is expected. In yet other cases where there is a high degree of separation in the social 

roles of the two participants, such as poetic exchanges between a subject and an emperor, it is 

almost impossible for the poet to speak from a personal point of view; instead, the poet usually 

                                                 
5 There is also the secondary audience that is made up of later readers. While their presence is not as immediately 

felt as that of the first-hand audience, the poet is still most likely aware of the need to cater to this audience as well, 

given that the highest honor for any waka poet is to have their poetry featured in the chokusenshū and perused by 

this larger audience. 

 
6 It goes without saying that there is very little actual privacy within Heian court society, and romantic 

communications are not immune from the prying eyes and ears of curious attendants. With that being said, there is a 

certain degree of assumed privacy in love poetry that is not always present in other types of poetic communication. 
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takes on the role of a faceless, nameless subject who speaks on behalf of everyone else who is 

present at the occasion, a representative who had the honor of speaking with the august ruler but 

who was ultimately simply another of his subjects. It is only when the poet is aware of the needs 

of her audience that successful communication can be established. 

 As I further demonstrated in Chapter Three (“Solo Compositions: Constructing Portraits 

in Solitude”), even in private poetry that does not have any intended audience, namely dokueika 

(solo compositions), the poet was still subjected to certain constraints and does not have 

complete freedom of expression, either. As previously mentioned, there is not much privacy for 

someone living among the middle and upper Heian aristocracy, so it is almost unavoidable that 

someone would have access even to the poetry composed in private. Moreover, the notion of 

“dokueika” is a rather ambiguous one as a poem could start out as a dokueika but eventually get 

sent to someone, turning into a zōtōka in the process. The waka poet is likely aware of these 

possibilities, which means there may always be the expectation of an active audience, even in 

such a private realm of poetry. Thus, even though one frequently encounters expressions of 

solitude in dokueika, it is highly likely that this is yet another case of the poet performing a role: 

that of someone who is emotionally isolated from her peers, who cannot share her feelings with 

anyone else. The solitude in dokueika is more often than not performative, and the very act of 

composing poetry is enough to establish communication, even if the dynamic between the poet-

performer and her audience is not the same as that found in zōtōka, the quintessential 

communicative waka sub-category. 

 In discussing the ambiguity of dokueika, I have also highlighted the need to have a more 

rigorous method of classifying waka poetry, one that takes into account the performative 

functions of waka and can accommodate all of the different situations that may occur. At the 
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very least, I argue that there needs to be a distinction between what I call “functional dokueika” 

and “conceptual dokueika,” where “functional dokueika” refers to poems that ultimately act as 

dokueika, regardless of the original intention of the author (accounting for situations where the 

poet eventually decides to send the poem to someone else, as well as situations where the poem 

is presented as another waka category in a poetry collection), while “conceptual dokueika” refers 

to poems that are intended as dokueika by the poet, regardless of what role it may serve in one of 

its particular iterations. Such a distinction is important because it emphasizes the role of the other 

actors—that is to say, the audience as well as the compilers of poetry collections—in shaping 

poetic production and consumption, respectively.  

 Indeed, aside from the poet who has the obvious role of composing the poetry and the 

audience who was often directly or indirectly engaged with the production of said poetry, the 

compilers of poetry collections also had a role in shaping the poetic persona in waka. In 

premodern Japanese literature in general and waka in particular, the compilers of texts played an 

extremely important role in mediating the space between the authors and the readers: without 

these compilers, many of the poems composed by individual poets would never have survived 

the passage of time to reach their eventual (secondary) audience. Consequently, the compilers of 

poetry collections had significant control over how the poetry was to be presented. Sometimes, 

this control involves simple, logistic choices such as the ordering of the poems into a particular 

sequence or the inclusion or omission of certain poems from a particular poet. At other times, 

this control was exerted in the form of poetic headnotes (kotobagaki) that precede poems, 

providing context and information that is sometimes much needed for the interpretation of more 

enigmatic poems. All of these decisions by the compilers of poetry collections can alter the 

reader’s interpretation of the poems and, by extension, their perception of the figure of the poet. 
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 As observed in Chapter Four (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: 

Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”), the anonymous compiler of the Ise shū appears to have a very 

specific agenda when it comes to the depiction of Ise in the collection. This editorial effort is 

especially clear in the beginning portion of the collection, which contains thirty-three poems, 

most of which are accompanied by detailed headnotes relating their circumstances of 

composition. A careful reading of this section of the Ise shū reveals that the compiler seems 

intent on portraying Ise’s devotion to her duty as a lady-in-waiting, oftentimes rejecting romantic 

advances from men. It is heavily implied that it was thanks to her steadfastness that Ise 

eventually won the affection of Emperor Uda, a matter of great pride for her father (and, one 

would expect, her later descendants as well). One may even suspect that the unknown compiler 

of the Ise shū may have been someone who was directly related to Ise and, as such, had a vested 

interest in highlighting Ise’s illustrious connections to the most highly exalted members of the 

Heian aristocracy. 

 In comparing the opening section of the Ise shū to other works, namely those in the uta-

monogatari genre (a prose genre that this particular portion of the Ise shū is often compared to) 

as well as the Kagerō nikki, a personal diary written by a female author, one may also note the 

different approaches taken by the compiler of each collection. Though the Ise monogatari, 

Yamato monogatari and Heichū monogatari have often been grouped together under the 

umbrella term uta-monogatari by modern scholars, a closer look at these works shows that they 

exhibit many fundamental differences in terms of the focus of the work, the possible intention 

behind the act of compilation, as well as the manner in which the characters are portrayed, to 

name a few. As I showed, even though these works are usually considered to belong to the same 

category, the process in which these collections of poetic anecdotes came to be is fairly 
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complicated, and one may even propose yet another term for categorization: utabito-monogatari 

(poet-tale) instead of the usual uta-monogatari (poem-tale), with the focus being placed on the 

poet rather than the poetry. Furthermore, even though the beginning portion of the Ise shū has 

often been considered to be very similar to a poem-tale, it in fact also shares many similarities 

with the Kagerō nikki, a work belonging to the personal diary genre. All of this is proof that the 

process in which poetry was combined with prose to create narratives was in constant 

experimentation during the early Heian period, and it is only by carefully considering the 

relationship between the compilers, the texts, as well as the poets and the poetry composed that 

one can achieve a more nuanced understanding of this formative period of Heian literature. 

 In Chapter Five (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers, Part II: The 

Power of Paratexts in Shaping Interpretation”), I further explored the role of the compilers of 

poetry collections in shaping poetic narratives. By comparing different iterations of the same 

poems, i.e. instances where the same poem appears in different poetry collections with different 

contexts, I showed how the interpretation of these poems are sometimes highly dependent on 

what information the reader is supplied with and as such, the compilers of poetry collections held 

an extremely important mediating role in the production and consumption of the poetry. Indeed, 

despite having a relatively invisible presence (as many compilers tend to remain completely 

unknown, and even in the case of known compilers, their names are not always immediately 

associated with the names of the texts they worked on), compilers of poetry collections can be 

said to play a role very similar to that of the author—they are the co-authors of the collection. 

Thus, one may argue that in waka (and in many other genres of premodern Japanese literature, in 

fact), the author is always a multiple entity, made up of not only the historical or original author 

who composed the work but also the compiler/editor who preserved and presented the text, and 
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perhaps even the scribe who facilitated the transmission of these texts, a process that sometimes 

involves the alteration of the texts, whether intentional or not. 

 As I stress throughout, each waka poem is essentially a performance, and even though the 

poet makes up the core component as the main actor, she is not the sole actor. On the production 

end of the spectrum, one needs to take into account the audience, whose expectations greatly 

influence the poet’s choices. On the consumption end of the spectrum, there are the compilers of 

poetry collections who act as the middlemen in the process of poetic transmission, providing the 

context for the poetry and shaping the perception of the reader. To a lesser extent, even the 

scribes of poetry collections may have a hand in the secondary audience’s reading experience—

in this dissertation, I have brought up several cases where different manuscripts of the Ise shū 

texts contain conflicting information, which results in a completely different reading in each 

case. And finally, one could even argue that the audience (both primary and secondary) can also 

shape the poetic performance in the sense that they are responsible for their own interpretation or 

consumption of a poem, an act dependent on their knowledge of relevant poetic conventions, the 

historical context in which the poem came about, or even the poet’s personal life.  

Indeed, waka is a participatory literary genre, like many other genres of Japanese 

literature and arts. As observed by Haruo Shirane, the author in premodern Japanese literature 

and arts was always a collective one, in the sense that the readers and audience are the authors 

themselves.7 In my discussion of the poetic persona in waka, I argue that a similar phenomenon 

can be observed: even if the readers and audience do not themselves become the actual poets, in 

influencing the production of poetry and the poetic persona, they become key players within the 

network of poetic production and consumption. 

                                                 
7 Shirane, “‘Sakusha’ no fukusūsei, fukusū no shakusasei,” 18. 
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 A further corollary of this highly participatory nature of Japanese culture is that 

“borrowing” and collaborating are common modes of artistic production.8 This is of course also 

true in waka in the practice of honkadori 本歌取 (“poetic allusion,” lit. “taking [lines from] the 

original poem”), as well as in renga 連歌 (linked verse), the progeny of waka where multiple 

poets take turns to compose linked verses, line by line. As noted by Shirane, the compilation of 

poetry collections also constitutes a collaborative mode of production where the compiler 

becomes the final author of the text.9 I would further argue that it is not only the author that is a 

multiplicity in the Japanese literary and art traditions; the texts also exist in multiplicity where, in 

the case of waka, each iteration of a single poem becomes an alternative text, with its own 

history of production, transmission, and reception. 

 In the tradition of literary analysis, when it comes to texts that have a complicated 

provenance and transmission history (of which the Ise shū is a prime example), the common 

practice is to determine one “definitive text” (teihon 定本) while relegating the other texts to the 

secondary role of supplying missing information. I would contest that such a practice fails to 

recognize the texts as individual entities, each with its own history, motivations, and readership. 

Obviously, it is important to choose one’s “base text” (teihon 底本) when conducting a literary 

analysis, but it is just as important to recognize the multiplicity of texts within this rich tradition 

of collaboration, borrowing, copying, and transmission. Indeed, in the case of the Ise shū, the 

choice of the “base text” is not always the same among various scholars so in that sense, there is 

already an appreciation of the multiplicity of the Ise shū texts. I would further posit that this 

treatment should be applied to other works as well, and in doing so, the scholar needs to take into 

                                                 
8 See Shirane, “‘Sakusha’ no fukusūsei, fukusū no shakusasei,” 16-18. 

 
9 Shirane, “‘Sakusha’ no fukusūsei, fukusū no shakusasei,” 11. 
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account the various participants in the production of the text, the motivations behind it, as well as 

its intended reader/audience. 

As I have shown in this dissertation, waka is a highly performative genre where poetic 

conventions and audience expectations are of the utmost importance in a poet’s creative 

decisions. In composing waka, a poet was almost always choosing to enact an established role, 

sometimes having very little freedom of self-expression. This is one of the criticisms that has 

been leveraged against waka (specifically early-Heian waka) in the modern period.10 However, 

to criticize waka for its conventionality would be to ignore its bigger context, i.e. its 

performativity and the key role of the audience’s horizon of expectations in shaping the poetic 

discourse. I have also shown that in the transmission of waka, the compilers of poetry collections 

(and to a lesser extent, the scribes and commentators of these collections) also played an 

extremely important role. Without the work of these (oftentimes unknown) individuals, the 

poetic legacy of many poets would have been lost with time. Furthermore, during the scribe’s 

transmission process, the texts may become even further modified (even if unintentionally so). 

The result of this process is a multiplicity of texts, all possibly stemming from the same original 

text but each has taken on a life of its own. In order to fully appreciate waka as a performative 

and participatory genre of Japanese literature, one needs to take all of these elements into 

account. 

                                                 
10 As noted by Shinada Yoshikazu, in the Meiji period, the influential poet and critic Masaoka Shiki 正岡子規 

(1867-1902) attempted to subvert the Kokinshū, which has long been regarded as a collection of waka par 

excellence, by claiming that it was (in Shinada’s words) “an assortment of worthless poems lacking tension and 

verisimilitude.” See Shinada Yoshikazu, “Man’yōshū: The Invention of a National Poetry Anthology,” in Inventing 

the Classics: Modernity, National Identity, and Japanese Literature, eds. Haruo Shirane and Tomi Suzuki (Stanford, 

Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000), 33-34. Shinada further notes that Shiki’s criticism of the Kokinshū was 

mainly meant as an attack against the contemporary conservative poets, but similar criticism of the Kokinshū has 

been put forth even prior to Shiki’s manifesto, attesting to the perception of modern Japanese intellectuals of the 

Kokinshū as an inferior form of poetry (especially in comparison with the poetry found in the Man’yōshū, which is 

often taken as a direct, natural expression of one’s heart). 
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In discussing Ise’s poetry, I have focused on her zōtōka and dokueika—both are sub-

genres of waka that belong to the private realm. An area that would greatly benefit from a careful 

further exploration is Ise’s public poetry,11 namely poems composed for poetry contests (uta-

awase uta), screen poetry (byōbu-uta), as well as poems composed generally for public events at 

court. In the case of uta-awase poetry, these poems have the interesting quality of straddling the 

line between the public and the private: on the one hand, the point of view of the poetic persona 

is still that of an individual who appears to be voicing his or her own thoughts; on the other hand, 

such poetry competitions usually have fixed topics for composition, so the poems composed for 

these occasions can hardly be said to be a completely genuine, heartfelt response to the beauty of 

nature or the pain of a heartbreak. One may say that it is on the stage of poetry contests that the 

poet is put through the ultimate test as a performer: she is given a definite role and her 

performance of that role is judged by the conventions of poetry contests (and sometimes the 

whims of the contest judge). In some cases, the reaction of the audience is also taken into 

account in determining whether a poem wins the match or not. Thus, poems from poetry 

contests, as well as other types of public poetry, present a fertile ground for the exploration of the 

interaction between the poetic persona of the poet and the expectations of the audience, further 

highlighting the performative and participatory nature of waka. This is a topic I intend to pursue 

in the near future.  

                                                 
11 As a preliminary step in this direction, Appendix A (“Ise’s Participation in Poetry Contests”) contains an 

overview of Ise’s participation in the poetry contests of her time. 
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Appendix A: Ise’s Participation in Poetry Contests 

Poetry Contests: An Overview 

 During the early to mid-Heian period, there was an effort to revive vernacular poetry 

(waka) to its former glory (or at the very least, an effort to increase the social status and prestige 

of waka), partly as a reaction to the growing prominence of Sinitic poetry and prose. The 

culmination of this effort was the compilation of the Kokinshū, the first imperial waka anthology, 

in 905. However, the Kokinshū was only one part (albeit an eminent one) of that effort: in fact, 

there had been a host of other poetic activities that preceded and contributed to the compilation 

of the Kokinshū, the majority of which was led by Emperor Uda, who presided over the court 

when Ise first joined the entourage of Fujiwara no Onshi/Yoshiko, a major consort with powerful 

political backing who would subsequently become his empress. One major component of these 

poetic activities was poetry contests (uta-awase) as well as other types of competitive events, 

some examples of which include “maiden flower contest” (ominaeshi-awase 女郎花合) and 

“little box contest” (kobako-awase 小箱合). In these events, members of two teams (“Left” and 

“Right”) competed with each other using poetry (and other objects, in some cases), and there are 

pre-appointed judges who would decide the outcome of each match. Toward the late Heian 

period, these poetry contests would become increasingly rigorous with many poetic treatises 

produced, dictating the rules for evaluating the merits of the poems. However, during the earlier 

part of the Heian period—an era sometimes dubbed the “golden age” of uta-awase1 when Ise 

was actively participating in these contests, the events were extravagant performances where not 

only poetry but other aspects, such as clothing and decoration, were also part of the appeal. 

                                                 
1 Setsuko Ito, “The Muse in Competition: Uta-awase Through the Ages,” Monumenta Nipponica 37 (1982): 203. 
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 The origin of poetry contests is not exactly clear. According to one theory, it may be 

traced back to team competition events such as sumo matches, which have been recorded since 

as early as the eighth century, or even horse-racing and archery contests from the seventh 

century, while other theories suggest a beginning in folk activities originating from the continent, 

such as wildflower contests. 2 Regardless of its exact provenance, poetry contests may be 

regarded as a natural development of the kinds of pageantry favored at the Japanese imperial 

court at a time when there was an active effort to bring vernacular poetry back to its past 

prominence. As such, during early poetry and pseudo-poetry contests,3 matters of ostentation 

such as the participants’ clothing and other objects of decoration were of utmost importance. For 

example, the record of the Teiji-in uta-awase亭子院歌合 (Poetry Contest at Teiji Villa, 913)—

which is believed to have been penned by Ise herself—specifically documented the costumes 

worn by the emperor and the members of both the Left and Right teams:  

The Emperor [Uda] wore a brown court cloak and yellow trousers. The male 

members of the Left team wore red coats and the female members white robes 

with red linings—the robes of the cherry blossom. The members of the Right 

team wore green cloaks and white robes with green linings—the robes of the 

willow. The poets of the Left team and the score-keeper pages also wore red 

cloaks and dark red trousers of twilled fabric. Those of the Right team wore green 

cloaks and fresh green trousers of the same twilled fabric. Princes and princesses 

wore either red or green costumes, according to which team they belonged.4  

 

The record also contains detailed descriptions of the miniature landscape (suhama 州浜) 

presented by each team as well as the music being played: 

                                                 
2 Hagitani Boku, Heianchō uta-awase gaisetsu (Tokyo: Hagitani Boku, 1969), 10. See also Hagitani, Heianchō 

bungaku no shiteki kōsatsu (Tokyo: Hakuteisha, 1969), 37. 

 
3 I use the term “pseudo-poetry contests” to refer to contests where poetry still played a deciding role in the 

judgment but the main object of comparison was something else, such as maiden flowers in a “maiden flower 

contest.” 

 
4 Translation by Setsuko Ito, in “The Muse in Competition,” 212. The original account in Japanese may be found in 

Hagitani Boku, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1 (Tokyo: Hagitani Boku, 1957), 148. 
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The Left team began the presentation of the suhama at 10.00 a.m., when it was 

carried into the chamber by four gentlemen of the fifth rank. The princes, who 

were most beautifully robed, displayed it to the Emperor. They played one of the 

Saibara songs, ‘Beach of Ise’, in the key of F. The Right team presented its 

suhama at noon. It was carried in by four older boys whose hair was set in adult 

style and who wore knitted dancing shoes. They played slowly a Saibara song, 

‘Takekawa’, in the key of E.5 

 

The manner in which the poetry was presented is also minutely noted: 

The poems on the theme of spring mist were placed on the mountains in the 

suhama; those on bushwarblers were tied to the twigs of a plum tree; those on the 

cuckoo were tied to the white syringa shrub; the rest of the poems were put in a 

bonfire container attached to the miniature cormorant-fishing boat, which was 

also placed in the suhama.6 

 

The attention to details suggests the great importance placed on appearance, as well as the care 

that went into producing an elaborate performance for the eyes and the ears. 

 In these competitions, the poets were required to compose poetry based on specific 

topics. In smaller-scale contests which took place in person, the restriction on time meant that the 

number of topics was also limited, and in most cases, the topics chosen were often relevant to the 

occasion at hand. For example, the aforementioned Teiji-in uta-awase, which is one of the 

earliest poetry contests with an extant record, consisted of only four topics: Second Month (Early 

Spring), Third Month (Late Spring), Fourth Month (Summer), and Love, with each topic being 

conducted in ten rounds.7 As the contest took place in the Third Month, which was in the late 

spring, the three seasonal topics are naturally focused on spring, with a look toward summer, 

which was soon to come (and “Love” is always a universal topic). However, some contests were 

on a much larger scale, consisting of hundreds (and sometimes thousands) of rounds, and these 

                                                 
5 Translation by Ito, in “The Muse in Competition,” 212. The original may be found in Hagitani, Heianchō uta-

awase taisei, vol. 1, 148-149. 

 
6 Translation by Ito, in “The Muse in Competition,” 212. 
7 These are the topics that were noted down in the contest record, although as can be seen from the kana diary of the 

event, these topics appear to have been further divided into more specific ones such as “spring mist,” “bushwarbler,” 

and “cuckoo.” 
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events were inevitably carried out on paper only as it was logistically impossible to conduct the 

actual contest in person. These larger-scale contests thus often consisted of a much larger variety 

of poetic topics, and the topics were not usually restricted by seasonal elements pertaining to the 

actual date of the contest. As an example, the Sengohyakuban uta-awase 千五百番歌合 (Poetry 

Contest in 1500 Rounds, 1201), the largest poetry contest ever attempted, consisted of seven 

topics in total, which are: Spring (300 matches), Summer (225 matches), Autumn (300 matches), 

Winter (225 matches), Congratulations (75 matches), Love (225 matches), and Miscellaneous 

(150 matches). While the production process began in 1201 when Retired Emperor Go-Toba 後

鳥羽院 (1180-1239, r. 1183-1198) issued the command to 30 poets to compose 100 poems each, 

it was not until 1202 that all of the poems were assembled and sent to the 10 appointed judges 

(including Go-Toba himself), and the final version of the contest—with the judgments and win-

loss pronouncements—was not compiled until early 1203. As the contest was in fact a lengthy 

process instead of a one-day event, it stands to reason that the poetic topics chosen were also not 

confined by what was “in season.”  

 As poetry contests grew more rigorous, the rules of judgment also became more strictly 

defined, but during the earlier competitions, the judging process appears to be much more 

haphazard. As may be expected, the ability of the poet to compose a poem that adequately 

satisfies the poetic topic was a major criterion for judging, but the records of early poetry 

contests show that this was not always the case. Indeed, during the Teiji-in uta-awase in 913, 

Retired Emperor Uda spontaneously decided that he wanted Fujiwara no Tadafusa 藤原忠房 (d. 

929) to judge the poems, but Tadafusa did not show up to the occasion and Uda ended up 
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passing the judgment himself.8 For many of the matches, the final judgment was simply: “Both 

poems are good” (with the two poems ending up with a draw).9 When there is a clear reference 

to why a poem loses, the reason cited usually has to do with diction usage that was judged 

undesirable without any allusion to how well the poem matches the poetic topic, such as in the 

following example: 

Left team (win)                 Mitsune 

kitsutsu nomi     Bush warblers came 

naku uguisu no    and sang upon the plum tree 

furusato wa     their home was only 

chirinishi ume no    in the fallen 

hana ni zarikeru    vanished blossom. 

 

来つつのみなく鶯の故郷は散りにし梅の花にざりける 

 

Right team                 Korenori 

michiyo hete     The peach trees bear their first fruit 

naru chō momo wa    three thousand reigns after sprouting. 

kotoshi yori     Hurrah, this year 

hana saku haru ni    my peach in the garden 

ai zo shinikeru     has its first flower! 

 

三千代経てなるてふ桃は今年より花咲く春にあひぞしにける 

 

(Teiji-in uta-awase – Poems nos. 5-6)10 

 

The record of the contest states: “The term ‘reigns’ in the poem of the Right team was criticized 

as it was maintained that the word should have been ‘years’. Because of this defect the team lost 

                                                 
8 It should also be noted that Tadafusa was by no means a major poet of the time, so Uda’s original wish to have 

Tadafusa judge the contest appears to have nothing to do with the poet’s merits. Incidentally, none of the five 

compilers of the Kokinshū ever served as a judge in a poetry contest during their lifetime, which further points to the 

lack of rigorous judgment during these early poetry contests. See Iwatsu Motoo, Uta-awase no karonshiteki kenkyū 

(Tokyo: Waseda Daigaku Shuppanbu, 1963), 256. 

 
9 Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 149. 

 
10 Translation by Ito, in An Anthology of Traditional Japanese Poetry Competitions, 48. The Japanese is taken from 

Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 149-150. 
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this round.” 11 Clearly, the poem by the Left team did not win because it was a better example of 

a poem adhering to the topic “Second Month” (or “Early Spring”), nor did the poem by the Right 

team lose because it specifically failed to address the topic. The deciding factor was simply the 

use of the term “reign” (yo 代) in the poem by the Right team, which was deemed the wrong 

word choice here.12 Notably, the retired emperor also awarded victories to his own two poems 

that participated in the competition, saying in one case: “The poem on the Left is my own poem. 

How can it possibly lose?”13 As observed by Clifton Royston, this set the precedent for later 

judgment with regard to poems that require special treatment and cannot be judged to lose. This 

includes poems by emperors, congratulatory poems intended for the host or the ruler, poems 

invoking the gods, as well as the Left team’s poem in the first round.14 It is thus clear that at the 

heart of it, poetry contests were still ritualistic events that are governed by rules and conventions 

that lie beyond the boundary of literature.  

 Indeed, poetry contests proper, i.e. those that did take place in person, had very clear 

procedures to be followed and various roles to be filled. Aside from the poets (yomibito 読人) 

who were tasked with composing the poems and the judge(s) (hanja 判者) who determined the 

outcome of the contest, these poetic competitions also included kataudo 方人 (lit. “team 

person”)—those whose job was to praise their team’s poems and criticize the poems by the 

                                                 
11 Translation by Ito, in An Anthology of Traditional Japanese Poetry Competitions, 48. 

 
12 Iwatsu offered an alternative interpretation that the use of “yo” constitutes a “poetic illness” (kabyō/uta no yamai 

歌病), where two words with the same meaning are used (namely yo in the first line and toshi 年 [year] in the third 

line).  

 
13 Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 150. 

 
14 See Clifton Royston, “Uta-awase Judgments as Poetry Criticism,” Journal of Asian Studies 34 (1974): 102. 
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opposing team,15 reciters (kōji講師)—those who were charged with reciting the poems out loud, 

and score-keepers (kazusashi 員刺)—those in charge of tallying up the score, as the winning 

team was the team who won more of the matches. Normally, the roles of poets, judge, and 

kataudo were filled by professional poets (in rare cases, the emperor himself would also 

participate in the competition, such as in the Teiji-in uta-awase, but he was not counted among 

the list of participants), that of the reciters was filled by ladies-in-waiting or male courtiers, and 

that of score-keepers by page boys. Each team also consists of members of the royal family—

princes, princesses and consorts who were there to enjoy the spectacle, with two acting as the 

team leaders. 

 As the majority of these early poetry contests served the purpose of entertainment at court 

rather than serious literary pursuits, there were many innovative attempts to enhance the 

entertainment aspect of the events. For example, while the poems composed for these poetry 

contests were usually based on a set of common poetic topics, the Kasuga uta-awase 春日歌合 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest, 921), also known as the Kyōgoku no miyasudokoro uta-awase 京極御

息所歌合 (Lady Kyōgoku’s Poetry Contest), had a rather unusual format. According to the kana 

diary that accompanied the contest (also believed to have been written by Ise), when Retired 

Emperor Uda and his consort, Fujiwara no Hōshi 藤原褒子 (n.d.) (also known as Lady 

Kyōgoku) visited the Kasuga Shrine in the spring of 921, Fujiwara no Tadafusa (whom Uda 

wanted to judge the Teiji-in uta-awase but who was absent from the occasion) presented the 

royal couple with 20 baskets of fruits, each accompanied by a spring poem. In the Fifth Month of 

the same year, the Kasuga Poetry Contest was held at the Kawara mansion 河原院, and the 

                                                 
15 In later times, “kataudo” became a catch-all term that included the poets of both sides as well. 
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participants (who were ladies-in-waiting in the service of Uda and his consort) were expected to 

compose 40 reply poems to the 20 spring poems originally presented by Tadafusa, together with 

four poems on the topic “Summer Love.”16 The unusual format of the contest attests to the desire 

to come up with new ways to entertain oneself with poetry during these early poetic 

competitions. 

 While these early poetry contests mainly served as entertainment for the Heian 

aristocrats, they also achieved a very important purpose: cementing the position of vernacular 

poetry as a genre worthy of being celebrated at court and not just a tool of interpersonal 

communication or self-expression. Despite the fact that the judging process of early poetry 

competitions still lacked the rigor that would eventually be established, the act of pitting poems 

against each other and determining their merits (or the lack thereof) signifies a recognition of 

waka as something worthy of appreciation and valuation—a development of great import in the 

trajectory of waka’s revival after the Man’yō period. Furthermore, with the increasing popularity 

of poetry contests, the practice of composing poetry based on fixed topics (daiei 題詠) gradually 

became a well-defined mode of composition, with its own conventions regarding the dos and 

don’ts.17  

In a way, the poetic topics (dai 題) prescribed the audience’s expectations, informing the 

poet’s choice of diction and approach to the subject. During daiei’s incipient stage, there were 

not yet concrete rules about how a specific topic should be handled, and there was a certain trial-

                                                 
16 The full kana diary of the event can be found in Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 209-210. 

 
17 That is not to say that poetry composed on fixed topics had never been attempted prior to the advent of poetry 

contests. The Man’yōshū contains several clusters of poems designated as having been composed on a certain topic, 

such as “thirty-two poems on the topic of plum blossoms.” See Iwatsu, Uta-awase no karonshiteki kenkyū, 123. 

However, it was not until the poetic criticism (karon 歌論) that accompanied poetry contests became relatively 

consolidated that daiei truly became recognized for what it is. 
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and-error quality about how the poets attempted to shape their compositions based on their own 

interpretations of the topics. Indeed, this experimental process greatly contributed to the eventual 

solidification of the rules of daiei, with many of the poems composed during this period later 

becoming regarded as classic examples of how a poem should be composed for a certain dai. By 

looking at the poetry that Ise as well as her colleagues composed for these early poetry contests, 

one may begin to see how these poets grappled with the expectations of an unseen audience and 

how their poetry was in turn shaped by those expectations. The following sections will provide a 

close analysis of the poetry that Ise and her contemporaries composed for these events, which 

shows how waka gradually transformed from what had become primarily a means of 

interpersonal communication by the mid-Heian period into a literary pursuit. Here, too, the 

expectations of the audience (signified by the poetic topics) dictated the ways in which the poet 

was to compose the poems, although the performer-audience dynamics is not the same as that of 

zōtōka and dokueika. 

The Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace During the Reign of the Kanpyō Emperor 

(c. 892) 

Among the poetry contests that Ise participated in, the most notable one is undoubtedly 

the Kanpyō no ōntoki kisai no miya uta-awase 寛平御時后宮歌合 (Poetry Contest at the 

Empress’s Palace During the Reign of the Kanpyō Emperor, c. 892, hereafter the Poetry Contest 

at the Empress’s Palace). It was a hallmark event in the history of poetry contests, with the 

extant records showing that the contest consisted of 100 matches (200 poems)18—a truly 

                                                 
18 The actual number of poems that are still extant is 206—this includes the 192 poems that can be found in the 

actual records of the contest and 14 poems that are found in other sources where it is indicated that they were 

originally composed for this contest (see Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 67). The fact that the actual 

number remaining is greater than 200 may be explained by poems attributed to the contest but were not chosen to be 

featured in the contest in its final form. 
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remarkable scale, especially for such an early contest. For perspective: the oldest and third oldest 

poetry contests (with extant records) consisted of 24 and 20 poems, respectively.19 The only 

other early poetry contest that may come close to the scale of the Poetry Contest at the 

Empress’s Palace is the fourth oldest contest—the Koresada no miko no ie no uta-awase 是貞親

王家歌合 (Poetry Contest at the Residence of Prince Koresada, hereafter Prince Koresada’s 

Poetry Contest), which also took place circa 892. Even then, Prince Koresada’s Poetry Contest 

only consists of 90 poems, which is still less than half the scale of the Poetry Contest at the 

Empress’s Palace. 

The Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace was sponsored by Empress Dowager Hanshi

班子女王 (833-900), who was the mother of Emperor Uda. As other scholars have noted, 

however, Uda himself might have been the actual sponsor of this contest, or at the very least, he 

might have been greatly involved in its production. The contest consists of five topics in total: 

Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter, and Love, with each topic further consisting of 20 matches. 

The contest was of the “senka-awase” 撰歌合 (lit. “choosing poems”) variety, meaning that the 

event itself did not actually take place but rather, the poets were sent the poetic topics beforehand 

and subsequently submitted their poems to the organizer of the contest. Many large-scale poetry 

contests were of the senka-awase variety as it was logistically impossible in some cases to 

conduct the actual contests. One famous example of this type of poetry contest is the 

Sengohyakuban uta-awase, which, as its name suggests, consists of 1500 rounds of poetry 

matches, and the whole process took about two years to complete. 

                                                 
19 The second oldest poetry contest, unfortunately, only remains in fragmented form—it is only through the 

appearance of poems from this contest in other documents that the existence of this contest itself can be confirmed. 

However, given that only two poems from this particular contest are featured in other poetry collections, it may be 

safe to assume that the contest itself was on a small scale, with not that many poems produced. 
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The fact that the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace did not take place as an actual, 

on-the-spot event is significant. It was a deviation from the norm—although of course, the term 

“norm” is being applied very loosely here, as by the time this particular contest took place, there 

had been too few poetry contests in general to constitute an actual “norm.”20 Nevertheless, it is 

true that the majority of these early poetry contests were held as actual events: many of them 

functioned as elaborate spectacles with the participants paying great attention to details about 

their clothing and the props to be used in the contests (as discussed at the beginning of this 

appendix). It was almost antithetical to the spirit of the occasion, then, to not host a fancy 

celebration for a poetry contest. However, the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace’s unusual 

choice regarding its mode of production perhaps has a lot to do with its intended purpose: unlike 

the other poetry contests taking place around this time, the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s 

Palace’s main objective was not as a pageantry but rather as an important preparatory step 

toward the compilation of the poetry anthology Shinsen Man’yōshū 新撰万葉集 (New 

Selections of Myriad Leaves, c. 893-913).  

The Shinsen Man’yōshū is a privately selected waka anthology (shisenshū 私撰集), 

believed to have been compiled by Sugawara no Michizane 菅原道真 (845-903) and possibly 

under the behest of Uda. The anthology consists of two volumes and both draw heavily from two 

poetry contests: the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace and Prince Koresada’s Poetry 

Contest, with poems composed by the Left team featured in the first volume and poems by the 

                                                 
20 Indeed, it was not until the time of Fujiwara no Kiyosuke 藤原清輔 (1104-1177) that the “rules” for poetry 

contests were explicitly laid down: Kiyosuke was perhaps the first to put down in writing the rules and regulations 

of poetry contests in his poetic treatise Fukuro-zōshi. It should be noted that many of these “rules” were highly 

subjective, but the book may still be considered a significant development within the history of poetic treatises. 
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Right team featured in the second volume.21 As suggested by Hagitani Boku, this may indicate 

that the compiler(s) of the Shinsen Man’yōshū and/or the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace 

deemed the left-side poems more superior and accorded them the more exalted position in the 

Shinsen Man’yōshū—in fact, their order of appearance in the contest itself might have already 

been an editorial act, with the poems judged to be superior arranged on the left side and the 

poems that are judged less so appearing on the right side.22 This in turn indicates that the Poetry 

Contest at the Empress’s Palace must have been envisioned as a necessary step in the 

preparation of the Shinsen Man’yōshū: a large amount of poems were perhaps solicited from the 

best poets at the time and these were then judged in pairs, with the “winning” poems placed on 

the left side and the “losing” poems placed on the right side. The majority of the “winning” 

poems then went on to be featured in the first volume of the Shinsen Man’yōshū, and the 

“losing” poems were featured in the second volume. Notably, the records of the Poetry Contest 

at the Empress’s Palace show that there was no explicit judgment regarding the winning and the 

losing poems beyond their division into the left and right sides—perhaps this in itself is another 

indication that the purpose of the poetry contest was less about pitting these poems against each 

other and more about collecting materials for the compilation of the Shinsen Man’yōshū.  

As previously mentioned, the scarcity of record-keeping during early poetry contests 

poses a great problem for scholars who want to study the exact make-up of the poets who 

participated in these early ventures. In the case of the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace, 

despite the fact that the combined records amount to 206 poems, the author can be determined 

                                                 
21 More specifically, the collection contains a total of roughly 252 poems, with 170 poems taken from the Poetry 

Contest at the Empress’s Palace and 16 poems taken from Prince Koresada’s Poetry Contest. See Hagitani, 

Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 28 and 67. 

 
22 See Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 67 and 73-74. 
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for only 74 poems. These are: Fujiwara no Okikaze 藤原興風 (n.d., 16 poems), Ki no Tomonori 

紀友則 (c. 845 – c. 907, 14 poems), Ki no Tsurayuki (6 poems), Ariwara no Muneyana 在原棟

梁 (c. 850 – 898) and Minamoto no Muneyuki 源宗于 (? – 940) (5 poems each), Fujiwara no 

Toshiyuki 藤原敏行 (? – 907 or 901), Mibu no Tadamine 壬生忠岑 (c. 860 – c. 920) and Sosei 

素性 (d. c. 910) (4 poems each), Ōe no Chisato and Ōshikōchi no Mitsune 凡河内躬恒 (c. 859 – 

c. 925) (3 poems each), Ariwara no Motokata 在原元方 (n.d., 2 poems), Minamoto no 

Masazumi 源当純 (n.d.), Ise, Ki no Arimine 紀有岑 (n.d.), Fujiwara no Sugane 藤原菅根 (856-

908), Sakanoue no Korenori 坂上是則 (n.d.), Ono no Yoshimura 小野美村 (n.d.), Suga no 

Tadaomu 菅野忠臣 (n.d.), and Fun’ya no Asayasu 文屋朝康 (n.d.) (1 poem each).23 As the 

records of the authors are incomplete, it is impossible to tell for sure whether Ise was the only 

female poet to have participated in the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace, but at the very 

least, it is possible to say that she is the only female poet to remain in the written record for this 

poetry contest.  

The one poem by Ise that was included in the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace is 

the following from the Ise shū: 

mizu no omo ni    Weaving myriad complex patterns 

aya orimidaru     on the water surface, 

harusame ya     is the spring rain 

yama no midori o    dyeing all the greens  

nabete somuramu    on the mountains? 

 

水の面に綾織り乱る春雨や山の緑をなべて染むらむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 103)24 

 

                                                 
23 It should be noted that the names of the poets who participated in this contest can only be gleaned from secondary 

sources, where their names are mentioned. 

 
24 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 217. 
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In the poetry contest, this is the poem on the Left of the tenth match, pitted against a poem by an 

unknown poet. The topic is “Spring” and the first three lines of the poem present the reader with 

the vision of spring rain on a water surface—perhaps that of a pond in a garden: the rain falls, 

creating ripples on the water surface that resemble complex patterns that may be seen on 

beautiful textiles. Here, Ise employed personification to attribute conscious thoughts to the spring 

rain, making it seem like the patterns on the water surface were intentionally weaved by the 

spring rain, a skilled artisan. The last two lines of the poem open up the field of vision with a 

conjecture about the mountains farther away: seeing as the spring rain appears to be a master 

weaver, the poetic persona imagines that it is also dyeing the greenery on the mountains an even 

more vibrant shade.  

 The poem by Ise’s anonymous opponent is as follows: 

 iro fukaku     If only the fields, 

 miru nobe dani mo    with all of their vibrant colors, 

 tsune naraba     were a constancy, 

 haru wa yuku to mo    then even after spring has gone, 

 katami naramashi    they may still serve as a memento. 

 

 色ふかくみる野辺だにも常ならば春は行くともかたみならまし 

 

(Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace – Poem no. 20)25 

 

In this poem, the poetic persona expresses a wish for the spring fields to retain their lovely colors 

so that even when spring is over, one would still be able to look at the fields and be reminded of 

its beauty. The sentiment expressed here is admiration of spring and its beautiful flowers, and at 

the same time, there is implicit regret in the fact that nothing is constant and that the spring fields 

with their vibrant hues would lose their spring look before long, leaving behind nothing to 

remind oneself of that beautiful season.  

                                                 
25 “Kanpyō no ōntoki kisai no miya uta-awase,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 5, Uta-awase hen (Tokyo: Kadokawa 

Shoten, 1983-1992). 
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As mentioned before, this contest does not record any explicit judgment with regard to 

which poems “won” and which poems “lost” in the competition, but it is worth noting that Ise’s 

poem is a “left-side” poem and was chosen to be included in the first volume of the Shinsen 

Man’yōshū (as well as the prestigious eighth imperial waka collection—the Shinkokin wakashū, 

among others). Clearly, Ise’s poem was deemed to be of superior quality, even in a competition 

dominated by male poets. It is impossible to tell for sure why Ise’s poem was judged to be the 

superior one, but one may hazard several guesses. For one thing, the subject of Ise’s poem is the 

spring rain, harusame 春雨, an object that is clearly marked as belonging to spring. In contrast, 

her opponent’s poem, while still on the subject of spring, does not contain any clear-cut seasonal 

marker save for the mention of spring itself in the fourth line. Thus, Ise’s poem may be said to be 

much more evocative than that of her opponent’s, as the presence of spring is understood through 

the mention of an unmistakably spring phenomenon rather than something as ambiguous as 

colorful fields (which may belong to both spring and autumn). Secondly, Ise’s poem skillfully 

employed rhetorical devices such as personification and engo 縁語 (linked words), turning the 

spring rain into an expert artisan who is deliberately weaving a tapestry on the water surface and 

dyeing the greenery on the mountains (the words that are “linked” here are “aya” 綾 [pattern], 

“oru” 織る [to weave], and “somu” 染む [to dye]). While the inclusion of engo is not in itself a 

defining quality of a good poem, the technique was indeed in high demand during the early 

Heian period and it does add a lot more flavor to Ise’s poem, while her opponent’s composition, 

on the other hand, does not have a similar common thread to tie everything together. And finally, 

Ise’s poem features a spatial expansion where the poetic persona makes a conjecture about what 

is happening at a location beyond the field of vision. This technique is relatively unusual 

compared to that of temporal expansion found in the other poem in the match, where the poetic 
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persona envisions what is to come once spring is gone—an extremely common notion in waka. 

All of these points may have contributed to Ise’s poem being regarded as the superior one of this 

poetic match. 

The Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace was an unusual contest in many ways, and 

its unusual aspects have much to do with what it was possibly conceived for—a preliminary 

stage in the compilation of the Shinsen Man’yōshū. The fact that Ise was not only called upon to 

submit poems to be used for this poetry contest but also had her poem deemed to be of high 

enough quality to be accorded a prominent place in the Shinsen Man’yōshū speaks volumes 

about her ability as a professional poet. Considering the fact that Ise was likely very young at the 

time this contest took place (following the conjecture put forth in the first chapter of this study, 

she may have been as young as 16), it is impressive that she was entrusted with the task of 

composing poetry for a literary project that Uda was no doubt very keen upon, and even more 

impressive that her poetry was by no means inferior to that by her much older, more experienced 

male colleagues. 

The Teiji Retired Emperor’s Maiden Flower Contest (898) 

In the chronology of events, the next competition that Ise was involved with in the role of 

a participant was the Teiji-in ominaeshi-awase 亭子院女郎花合 (Teiji Retired Emperor’s 

Maiden Flower Contest, hereafter the Teiji-in’s Maiden Flower Contest) in 898.26 The contest 

was sponsored by Uda, who had abdicated by this point (who was also referred to as “the Teiji 

Retired Emperor”). The event itself seems to have been on the smaller scale—the extant records 

contain 11 matches (22 poems), with another 6 poems that were composed at some points but did 

                                                 
26 This contest is also referred to as the Suzaku-in ominaeshi-awase 朱雀院女郎花合 (Maiden Flower Contest at the 

Suzaku Villa), based on the location where the contest took place. 
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not get matched up, 23 poems that were composed during a later-day banquet by the same 

participants of the main event, and secondary sources identify another 8 poems that were also 

attributed to this contest (these were likely poems that were composed for the occasion but ended 

up not making the final cut). All of the poems are on the topic “ominaeshi” 女郎花 (maiden 

flower), as may be expected from the title of the contest. Both Uda and Onshi were highly 

involved in the contest itself: according to the brief note at the beginning of the contest record, 

the retired emperor and empress themselves served as the representatives of the left and right 

sides. Additionally, the retired emperor composed poem no. 21, which was matched with the 

empress’s poem no. 22 in match no. 11—this high degree of personal involvement demonstrates 

the retired emperor’s and empress’s ongoing interest in sponsoring poetry contests and related 

events. In terms of Ise’s involvement, it appears that her contribution is the very last poem in the 

main record of the contest (poem no. 51), which was part of the later-day celebration and does 

not belong to the main contest itself. The poem is not included in the Ise shū, either. 

Nevertheless, the fact that Ise was present at the later-day celebration and contributed one poem 

to it (that we know of) continues to highlight her consistent engagement with these early public 

poetry events.  

Ise’s poem for this occasion is as follows: 

nobe goto ni     Maiden flowers 

tachikakuretsutsu    hiding themselves 

ominaeshi     among the fields— 

fuku akikaze no    would that the autumn wind 

miezu mo aranamu    completely obscured them from view. 

 

野辺ごとに立ち隠れつつ女郎花吹く秋風の見えずもあらなむ 

 

(Teiji-in’s Maiden Flower Contest – Poem no. 51)27 

 

                                                 
27 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 804. 
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In this poem, the maiden flowers are used as a metaphor for beautiful women—a common 

occurrence in poetry composed on this topic, due to the flower’s name. The poetic persona notes 

that the maiden flowers are already half-hidden among the grass on the fields and expresses a 

desire for the autumn wind to further blow over the fields, rendering the flowers completely 

hidden from view, thus allowing him to keep their beauty to himself. Notably, Ise composed this 

poem from a male perspective, which highlights the peculiarity of the poetic topic “ominaeshi”: 

the nature of the topic lends itself to compositions from the male point of view, regardless of the 

gender of the poet. This highlights the possibility of waka to be used to create these imagined 

situations, allowing the poet to explore circumstances that would not occur in their own life. It 

may not be farfetched to imagine that the practice of daiei contributed in one way or another to 

the rise of prose writing in the mid-Heian period, culminating with the birth of The Tale of Genji 

in the early 11th century. 

 Interestingly, some poets decided to treat “ominaeshi” as a mono no na 物の名 (lit. 

“names of things,” usually translated more generally as “acrostic”) topic, i.e. the word 

“ominaeshi” was weaved into the poem, with the maiden flower itself not actually mentioned in 

the poem. Here is one example: 

aki no no o   Even if I were to pass through and knew 

mina he shiru tomo  all there was to know about the autumn fields, 

sasa wake ni   pushing my way through the bamboo grass, 

nurenishi sode ya  would I look at my soaked sleeves 

hana to miyu ramu  and see them as flowers? 

 

あきののをみなへしるともささわけにぬれにしそでやはなとみゆらむ 

 

(Teiji-in’s Maiden Flower Contest – Poem no. 3)28 

 

                                                 
28 “Teiji-in ominaeshi-awase,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 5. 



232 

 

Here, the content of the poem itself is not as important as the fact that the word “ominaeshi” has 

been broken up and hidden inside the first two lines: “aki no no o mina he shiru tomo.” Thus, the 

maiden flower becomes “hidden” among the words, in much the same way that the poetic 

persona in Ise’s previous poem wishes for the autumn wind to blow over the grass and hide the 

beautiful flowers from view. In later times, this practice of composing an acrostic poem on the 

topic “ominaeshi” would become condemned in poetic treatises,29 but in this particular poetry 

contest, it appears that word plays on the topic were actively encouraged. In fact, the record of 

the contest shows that there were several poems that were specifically composed such that the 

syllables of the word “ominaeshi” are hidden in both the beginning and the end of each line, such 

as in the following example: 

oru hito o    How I loathe every single person 

mina urameshimi   who pluck off these flowers, 

nageku kana    and how I lament it— 

teru hi ni atete    all while putting them under the sun, 

shimo ni okaseji   so that the frost cannot harm them. 

 

をるひとをみなうらめしみなげくかなてるひにあててしもにおかせじ 

 

(Teiji-in’s Maiden Flower Contest – Poem no. 24)30 

 

Despite the great restrictions imposed by the requirement, the poet skillfully created a poem that 

perfectly fulfilled the audience’s expectations: all of the desired syllables can be found at their 

expected positions, without any need for syllable-replacement. There were also slightly simpler 

poems where the syllables of the word “ominaeshi” were merely situated at the beginning of 

each line. All in all, the presence of these poems in this poetry contest—both during the actual 

                                                 
29 According to later poets, poetic topics that are purely Japanese words (wago 和語) should not be used for acrostic 

compositions and this practice should be reserved only for words of Chinese origin (kango 漢語). See Iwatsu, Uta-

awase no karonshiteki kenkyū, 110-112. 

 
30 “Teiji-in ominaeshi-awase,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 5. 
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contest and in the banquet that took place after—attests to the great interest in innovative ways to 

handle a poetic topic. As the conventions of poetry contests became more rigorous over time, 

there came to be a clear distinction between topics that were expected to be composed 

thematically (i.e. topics that are purely Japanese words) and topics that were expected to be 

composed with word plays (i.e. topics made up of words with Chinese origin), and the topic 

“ominaeshi” came to belong to the former type. The Teiji-in’s Maiden Flower Contest thus 

provides a fascinating and important example of how poetic topics were handled during the very 

first stages of their evolution.  

Prince Shikibukyō’s Garden Contest (n.d.) 

Very little is known about the Shikibukyō no miya senzai-awase 式部卿宮前栽合 

(Prince Shikibukyō’s Garden Contest, n.d.)—in fact, it is not even included in the Heianchō uta-

awase taisei or the Shinpen kokka taikan. This contest only appears in the Ise shū, and it does not 

have a commonly accepted name. The name used here is only provisional and is based on the 

name of the sponsor: Prince Shikibukyō, a.k.a. Prince Atsuyoshi 敦慶親王 (888-930)—Emperor 

Uda’s son and Ise’s lover. There is no record of when exactly the contest took place, although 

educated guesses may be made with regard to this matter. Shikibukyō, or “Minister of 

Ceremonial Affairs,” was the court position Prince Atsuyoshi held from 924 to 930, when he 

died. However, this does not necessarily mean that the contest was held between 924-930—in 

many cases, an individual’s title is given anachronistically in later records, especially when these 

records were produced after the death of said individual. Furthermore, as the editors of the Ise 

shū zenchūshaku pointed out, Ise and Prince Atsuyoshi likely began their acquaintance sometime 

in 910, and given the fact that in the Ise shū, the poems that Ise composed for this contest come 

before the poem she composed for another contest that took place in 913, it is highly probable 
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that Prince Atsuyoshi’s garden contest took place sometime between 910 and 913, near the 

beginning of Ise’s relationship with the prince.  

Like Uda and Onshi, Prince Atsuyoshi appears to be another individual of exalted status 

among Ise’s immediate circle who had a great interest in poetry. The fact that he hosted a garden 

contest undoubtedly attests to his investment in poetry, but aside from this particular contest, he 

was also a “supporter” (kataudo 方人) for the left side during a major poetry contest in 913. 

According to the Honchō kōin jōunroku本朝皇胤紹運録 (Family Tree Charts of Emperors and 

Imperial Families in Japan, 1426), he was called the “Shining Jewel Prince” (tama hikaru miya 

玉光宮), and the Muromachi-period Genji commentary Kakaishō 河海抄 (Stream and Sea 

Commentary, 1362-67) has also taken note of the similarity between this appellation and Prince 

Genji’s epithet in The Tale of Genji while further noting that Prince Atsuyoshi was blessed with 

good looks and was unrivaled in amorous nature, hinting at the possibility that Atsuyoshi might 

have been one of Murasaki Shikibu’s inspirations for the character of Genji.31 The prince also 

commissioned screen poems to be composed for screen paintings celebrating the birthday 

anniversary of a certain “Lady Higashi-Sanjō,” and the Ise shū records one poem that Ise 

produced for the occasion.32 

 Garden contests themselves also went through changes with time, together with the rise 

of poetry contests. It is believed that originally, garden contests were events where plants grown 

in one’s garden were matched against each other, but over time, the contest came to revolve 

around the poetry composed on the subject of the plants grown in one’s garden, and eventually, 

the poems were no longer composed with the actual plants as subjects, but rather these were 

                                                 
31 See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 192. 

 
32 This is poem no. 204 in the Ise shū. See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 361.  
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daiei poems with the topics being related to the actual plants.33 Clearly, there was a tendency 

toward abstraction—these contests became less about admiring the plants in one’s garden (and 

the poetry that was composed about them) and more about admiring the poetry that was 

produced for the occasion, using topics that, while relevant to the plants that may be found in the 

garden, may result in poems that have little to do with the actual state of the plants themselves. 

One reason for this may have to do with the aforementioned interest in producing poems that 

employed high levels of word plays, which ultimately means that these poems were enjoyed for 

the poets’ ability to skillfully execute these acrobatic plays on words rather than their capacity to 

accurately portray the garden plants.  

Indeed, the two poems corresponding to this contest that can be found in the Ise shū seem 

to attest to the above observation. The first poem is as follows: 

From the garden contest held by Prince Shikibu-kyō. 

Topic: Herb-of-Grace 

 

kusa no kō     Oh, how the grass 

iro kawarinuru    has changed its color thus; 

shiratsuyu wa     surely the silver dewdrop 

kokoro okitemo    must take care lest it overburden 

omoubeki kana    the slender blades of green. 

 

草のかう色変はりぬる白露は心おきても思ふべきかな 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 88)34 

 

The topic is “kusa no kō” 草の香 (lit. “fragrance of grass”), which is partially treated as an 

acrostic topic: it is semi-hidden in the first line of the poem with the first part of the topic 

(“kusa,” meaning “grass”) used as is and the second part of the topic (“kō,” meaning 

“fragrance”) transformed into the homophonic word meaning “thus, in this manner.” At first 

                                                 
33 Hisamatsu Sen’ichi et al., Nihon bungakushi, vol. 2 (Tokyo: Shibundō, 1971), 142. 

 
34 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 191. 
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glance, Ise’s treatment of this topic may seem rather half-hearted, but this may be due to the 

constraint of the topic itself: the combination of the syllables that make up the word “kusa no kō” 

does not appear to lend itself easily to acrostic compositions. The Shinpen kokka taikan contains 

only 17 examples of poems composed on this topic (including Ise’s poem), and in most of these 

instances, the topic is either handled in the exact same way as Ise’s poem or hidden in a variation 

of the phrase “kusa no ka utsuru” 草の香移る (“the fragrance of the grass transfers,” usually to 

one’s sleeves), with two exceptions being “kusa no kōbashiki” 草のこうばしき (“fragrant 

grass”, which is semantically identical to the topic) and “kusa no kōchi” 草の河内 (the full 

phrase is “momokusa no kōchi ni arau nishiki” もも草の河内にあらふにしき, “a brocade of 

various grasses washed in the river”). Notably, herb-of-grace is an autumnal plant, and even 

though the topic is hidden inside the poem, care has been taken to make sure that the poem is 

clearly marked as autumn—in Ise’s poem, this is achieved by the mention of “shiratsuyu” 白露 

(“silver dewdrop”), which is a predominantly autumn imagery in waka, and to a less obvious 

extent, the changing color of the grass also signifies autumn. 

 The second poem that Ise composed for this contest is the following: 

Topic: Autumn bellflower 

 

kaze samumi     As the wind has turned cold— 

naku naru kari no    made more chilly by the sound 

koe ni yori     of the crying geese, 

utan koromo o     perhaps I shall borrow one of those robes 

mazu ya karamashi    pounded on the fulling blocks. 

 

風寒み鳴くなる雁の声により打たむ衣をまづや借らまし 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 89)35 

 

                                                 
35 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 194. 
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The topic of this poem is “rintō/ryūtan” 竜胆, another autumnal plant. In this instance, the topic 

is much more hidden in the poem as it was broken up and spread across the third and fourth lines 

(koe ni yori utan koromo o). As is the case with the previous poem, even though the topic is 

hidden, the autumnal aspect is still preserved and manifested through the arrival of the autumn 

geese (not to be confused with the “returning geese” that fly back to the continent during spring), 

as well as the sound of robes pounded on fulling blocks in preparation for the coming cold 

season. Unlike the previous poem, however, the subject of this poem is a lot more removed from 

that of the topic (i.e. it no longer has to do with plants), which may be due to the relative 

flexibility of the syllables found in “rintō/ryūtan.” 

 Both of these examples demonstrate the inherent interest in using waka as a medium to 

execute these acrobatic word plays, while nature merely took the second place. On the one hand, 

it is understandable that for plants whose names originated from Chinese words, the only way for 

them to appear in waka would be under the guise of homophonic words as waka does not 

condone the use of diction with Chinese origin as a rule. On the other hand, however, the fact 

that even plants whose names are completely Japanese in origin (such as the maiden flower—

ominaeshi) were also used as acrostic poetic topics underlines the heightened desire to engage 

with nature not as nature, but rather as the backdrop to literary activities that took inspiration 

from nature. As waka in general and poetry contests in particular continued to progress, such 

heavy use of word plays would begin to fall out of vogue, but these records are important 

evidence of the early Heian waka poets’ engagement with vernacular poetry, and specifically 

with its ability to manipulate the syllables of the Japanese language to incorporate several layers 

of meaning into one short poem.  
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Yōzei-in Poetry Contest (912) 

 Not a lot of information can be ascertained about the Yōzei-in uta-awase 陽成院歌合 

(Retired Emperor Yōzei’s Poetry Contest, 912, hereafter the Yōzei-in Poetry Contest), but it may 

be established that the contest was sponsored by Retired Emperor Yōzei 陽成院 (869-949, r. 

876-884), Uda’s nephew who famously had to abdicate due to his eccentric behavior.  The date 

when the contest took place is also a matter of speculation: Kyūsojin Hitaku put forth the 912 

theory based on a possible connection between this contest and another contest also sponsored by 

Yōzei that may be established as having taken place on the ninth day of the Ninth Month of the 

Thirteenth Year of the Engi Era (912), and as of right now, this is the accepted theory for this 

contest.36 All of the poems composed for the contest share a single topic: “Love of the Summer 

Bug” (natsumushi no koi 夏虫の恋)—an unusually complex topic for this time period. The 

record of the contest does not actually contain any poems attributed to Ise, but as commentators 

have pointed out, two poems from the Ise shū appear to have been closely connected to this 

particular event. The third manuscript lineage of the Ise shū states that these poems come from a 

poetry contest, and even though there is no clear indication of which contest this was, given that 

the two poems are clearly on the topic of love and the summer bug, it seems highly likely that 

these poems of Ise’s were composed for the contest but did not end up getting chosen to appear 

in the contest proper. (It should be noted that natsumushi is itself a rarely seen topic in poetry 

contests—in fact, the Yōzei-in’s Poetry Contest is the only one to feature this topic.)37 

 The first of these two poems composed by Ise is as follows: 

 

natsumushi no   If, for the summer bugs, 

                                                 
36 Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 181-182. 

 
37 See Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 182 for a more detailed discussion. 
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mi o mushihatete  their souls still remain 

tama shi araba  after burning up their bodies, 

ware mo manebamu  I’m going to imitate them, 

hitome moru mi zo  for I am someone who must avoid people’s eyes. 

 

夏虫の身をむしはてて魂しあらば我もまねばむ人目守る身ぞ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 231)38 

 

In this poem, the poetic persona declares his intention to follow the example of the summer bugs, 

which burn up their bodies (presumably in the flame of love): as someone who cannot be open 

about his feelings, the agony of having to keep such a secret eats at him, to the point where he 

considers just letting the flame of passion consume him, so long as his soul remains. The poetic 

persona is taken to be male here due to the convention of the genre: even though the poem is not 

explicitly on the topic “shinobu koi” 忍ぶ恋 (hidden love), the last line of the poem confirms 

that the relationship is indeed a hidden one, and thematically speaking, the poem is essentially a 

“hidden love” poem as well, which is conventionally composed from a male perspective. Unlike 

the regular “hidden love” poem, however, Ise’s poem is fundamentally on the topic of “love of 

the summer bug,” thus the gist of the poem revolves around the imagery of the summer bug, an 

insect that is considered to be a symbol of earnest and passionate feelings due to its tendency to 

throw itself into open flames—an image that lends itself to a play-on-word on the homophone 

between hi 火 (flame) and omoi/omohi 思ひ (feelings). The poem does not utilize this particular 

wordplay but rather a repetition of the pair of homophones mushi 虫 (bug) and mushi 蒸し (to 

burn). Interestingly, this kind of repetition of words with the same sound is criticized by some as 

a “poetic illness” (uta no yamai/kabyō 歌病) in poetic treatises,39 but this particular rule was not 

                                                 
38 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 407. 

 
39 The particular “poetic illness” in question is called “dōshinbyō” 同心病 (lit. “same heart illness”), which is listed 

as a “poetic illness” in the Hikohimeshiki 孫姫式, a mid-Heian poetic treatise by an unknown author. It is possible 
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universally acknowledged, and it is highly likely that it was not seen as a problem during Ise’s 

time. 

 The second poem that Ise composed on this topic is the following: 

yoi no ma ni    Within the span of a night, 

mi o nagehatsuru   the summer bugs throw themselves into the fire 

natsumushi wa    and let it consume them— 

moete ya hito ni   is it because they heard 

au to kikikemu    they would meet their beloved that way? 

 

宵の間に身を投げはつる夏虫は燃えてや人に逢ふと聞きけむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 233)40 

 

The focus of this poem is entirely on the natsumushi: the poetic persona observes how, in the 

span of a single night, the summer bugs let themselves be consumed by the fire. The persona 

then goes on to speculate the reason for this almost inexplicable behavior: the bugs must think 

that by doing so, they would be able to see their lovers, for in the eyes of the poetic persona, 

there cannot be any other reason for why one would choose such as suicidal course of action. 

Here, the poet has used personification to ascribe a reason to the actions of the summer bugs, and 

the fact that the reason chosen has to do with love seems to hint that the poetic persona is also 

someone for whom the matter of the heart is heavy on her mind. Unlike the previous poem, the 

theme seems to be more along the line of an “awazaru koi” 不遇恋 (lit. “love where the two 

don’t meet”) poem, which does not have a clearly defined convention with regard to the gender 

of the poetic persona. Thus, one may imagine that the poetic persona in this poem is a woman 

who is unable to meet her lover, either due to the pressure to keep the affair a secret from society 

or because her lover has lost interest in her and has ceased to visit.  

                                                 
that the treatise was already known during Ise’s time, but it is unclear how influential it actually was. See Iwatsu, 

Uta-awase no karonshiteki kenkyū, 164. 

 
40 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 409. 
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 Through these two poems, one may observe that Ise has attempted to compose from a 

dual point of view: the first poem from that of a man and the second poem from that of a woman. 

Indeed, it may even be possible to read the two poems as being composed from the perspectives 

of both sides in one relationship: unable to see each other due to the need to keep the affair a 

secret, the woman sees herself in the actions of the summer bugs while the man desperately 

wishes he could do the same as the frail insect, just so his soul could be united with his lover, if 

nothing else. Once again, it is apparent that the use of poetic topics facilitates the creativity of the 

poet, giving rise to inspirations that may not occur otherwise.  

The Poetry Contest at Teiji-in (913) 

 Of all the poetry contests that Ise was involved in, the Teiji-in uta-awase 亭子院歌合 

(Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa, 913) is without a doubt the most memorable. This contest was 

sponsored by Retired Emperor Uda, someone with whom Ise shared a relationship that was more 

intimate than that between a ruler and his subject. It took place at the Teiji Villa, where Uda 

lived after Onshi (Ise’s mistress) had passed away. The villa, which is situated in the 

southeastern part of the Heian capital, has been described in the Honchō monzui 本朝文粋 (The 

Literary Essence of Our Court, mid-11th c.) as being “reminiscent of an immortal’s dwelling,”41 

and it is also where many events sponsored by the retired emperor took place, including the 

Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa in 913. 

 As noted at the beginning of this appendix, the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa contains a 

detailed record of the event’s proceedings, which is believed to have been penned by Ise herself 

and considered by some to be the very first example of a diary by a female author.42 The diary 

                                                 
41 Kokushi daijiten, vol. 1 (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 1908), s.v. “Teiji-in.” 

 
42 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 213. 
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not only takes note of the costumes worn by all of the participants but also gives a minute 

account of the decorations and the music played, demonstrating Uda’s interest in orchestrating an 

event that was impressive on all fronts: literary, artistic, musical, and fashion, and care was also 

taken to preserve a record of this event for posterity. The diary also proves to be a valuable 

resource as it records Uda’s judgment for some of the poetic matches (it is unclear whether the 

lack of recorded judgments for the rest of the matches was due to a gap in the record-keeping or 

if Uda was not rigorous in his judging and only provided commentaries for a selected number of 

matches). From the diary, one may also observe that aside from the members of the royal family 

who were there to partake in the festivity, the contest featured major poets of the time such as Ki 

no Tsurayuki, Ōshikōchi no Mitsune, Fujiwara no Okikaze, Sakanoue no Korenori, Fujiwara no 

Suekata 藤原季方 (d. 1109), Ōnakatomi no Yoritomo 大中臣頼基 (c. 886 – c. 958), and of 

course Ise—many of these are familiar names as they have already participated in the earlier 

large-scale Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace. Notably, even Uda has two poems featured 

in this competition—perhaps another demonstration of his high level of interest in this event.  

 Again, as mentioned at the beginning of this appendix, the Poetry Contest at the Teiji 

Villa was supposed to have four poetic topics: Second Month (Early Spring), Third Month (Late 

Spring), Fourth Month (Summer), and Love, with each topic featuring ten rounds (20 poems), 

totaling 80 poems. However, due to time constraint, some of these poems did not make it to the 

actual contest—indeed, the Ise shū contains one poem that was designated as having been 

composed for this contest but does not appear in the record of the contest. However, it is worth 

noting that one of Ise’s poems was in fact chosen to be the Left team’s poem for the first 

match—a position of high honor that is usually reserved for a member of the royal family, and in 
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the convention of poetry contests, it is rarely ever judged to lose, out of deference to the host. 

The poem is as follows: 

During the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa: 

 

aoyagi no     Drops of spring rain 

eda ni kakareru    caught on the branches 

harusame o     of the green willows 

ito mote nukeru    look just like little jewels 

tama ka to zo miru    strung on a string of beads. 

 

青柳の枝にかかれる春雨を糸もて貫ける玉かとぞ見る 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 101)43 

 

The topic is Second Month (Early Spring). For this topic, Ise chose as her main objects of 

interest the spring rain (harusame 春雨) and green willows (aoyagi 青柳). The conception of the 

poem is very elegant: the poetic persona looks outside and sees droplets of the spring rain 

remaining on the slender branches of the green willows, thinking to herself that they look just 

like beautiful jewels strung together on a string of beads. This poem is somewhat reminiscent of 

an earlier poem that Ise composed for the Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace, where she 

also chose the spring rain as the main object of interest when composing on the topic “Spring.” If 

in the earlier poem, Ise personified the spring rain as a skilled artisan who was weaving beautiful 

patterns on the water surface and dyeing the greenery on the mountains, in this poem, she 

personified the green willows as someone who was putting together beautiful decorations, using 

the branches as strings and the rain droplets as the jewels.  

 For this match, Ise’s opponent was Korenori:  

asa midori    Green willows, 

somete midareru   dyed a tender green 

aoyagi no    and in such disarray— 

ito o ba haru no   perhaps the spring wind 

                                                 
43 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 213. 
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kaze ya yoruramu   is twisting the threads. 

 

浅緑そめてみだれる青柳の糸をば春の風や縒るらむ 

 

(Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace – Poem no. 2)44 

 

In a similar fashion to Ise’s poem, Korenori also used personification to attribute conscious 

thoughts to an inanimate object—this time, it is the spring wind: the poetic persona, upon seeing 

the green willows in such disarray, conjectured that the spring wind was the “culprit.” It is also 

interesting to note that both Ise’s and Korenori’s poem use the imagery of the green willows to 

signify spring: it appears that although the poetry contest only features very broad poetic topics, 

care has been taken to match poems that share similarities in terms of how the topic is handled—

a move that may be seen as a precursor for the fine-tuning of the poetic topics in later contests. 

Indeed, due to the necessity of comparing these poems, the more specific the topic, the easier it 

would be for the judge to evaluate each poem’s merits, especially with regards to how well they 

fulfilled the requirements of the topic. For this match, Uda’s judgment was: “Both poems are 

good,”45 and the final result is a draw. Indeed, with such a broad poetic topic, there does not 

seem to be rigorous criteria regarding how the poet was to conform to the topic, and in many 

cases, it is the mistakes made in the composition that cause a poem to lose rather than the 

exceptional quality of a poem that helps it win. In this case, Ise’s and Korenori’s poem appear to 

be well-matched, with both centering around the imagery of the green willows—a quintessential 

spring object, and accenting it with natural phenomenon that occur in the spring, namely the 

spring rain in Ise’s poem and spring wind in Korenori’s. Neither poet committed any noticeable 

error in their composition, and the resulting draw may be an unsurprising outcome. 
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 The second poem that Ise composed for this contest is another Early Spring poem: 

hodo mo naku     Before long, 

chirinamu nochi o    they will scatter— 

sakurabana     these cherry blossoms, 

kokora hisasa mo    yet so long was the time 

matasetsuru kana    they made me wait. 

 

ほどもなく散りなむのちを桜花ここらひささも待たせつるかな 

 

(Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace – Poem no. 8)46 

 

The focus of the poem this time is the cherry blossoms, another quintessential spring object. The 

poem expresses the poetic persona’s acute awareness of how soon the cherry blossoms would 

scatter: she was made to wait for such a long time for the blossoms to come out, and despite all 

that, they would certainly scatter all too soon. In five short lines, the poet managed to contain all 

instances of time: the past where she was made to wait for the blossoms to come into bloom, the 

present where she is observing the flowers, and the future where they would scatter to the 

ground. The look toward the future scattering of the blossoms also underlines the poetic 

persona’s deep attachment for the spring flowers: even when looking at them in full bloom, she 

cannot help but think of the moment when they would inevitably fall—a sentiment that is all-too-

familiar in waka. 

 The following poem by Suekata was matched against Ise’s: 

Isonokami     O cherry blossoms 

Furu no yamabe no    on the old mountains of Furu 

sakurabana     at Isonokami— 

kozo mishi hana no    will the beauty still remain 

iro ya nokoreru    of the blossoms I saw last year? 

 

石の上布留の山べのさくら花去年みし花の色やのこれる 

 

(Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace – Poem no. 7)47 

 

In this poem, the poet employed the utamakura Isonokami as a leading phrase to Furu, which is 

simultaneously a location and a homonym of furu 古 (old), in order to evoke the cherry blossoms 

                                                 
46 Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 150. Curiously, this poem is not included in the Ise shū. 
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of the previous year: essentially, he wonders if the flowers this year will still look as beautiful as 

they did last year. This poem was criticized by Uda as being too focused on the previous year 

and having nothing to do with the current year,48 and so it was judged to lose to Ise’s poem. 

Indeed, despite both poems having a broad temporal span, Ise’s poem takes as its focal point the 

present moment and looks toward the future while reminiscing about the past, whereas Suekata’s 

poem centers on the blossoms of the previous year and projects about the likelihood of whether 

they will remain the same this year. For this reason, even though the poetic topic is very broad, 

Suekata’s poem may still be considered to have failed to adequately express the topic and thus 

lost the match. 

 Ise’s third poem to have been featured in this contest is the following: 

au koto no     Ever since you put a stop 

kimi ni taenishi    to our encounters, 

wa ga mi yori     I wonder just how many tears 

ikuso no namida    have fallen unbidden 

nagareizuramu    from my wretched self. 

 

逢ふことの君に絶えにし我が身よりいくその涙ながれ出づらむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 105)49 

 

This poem was composed for the topic “Love,” and the content seems consistent with the sub-

category of “awazaru koi” poems, which usually depict situations where the pair of lovers is 

unable to meet each other. In the poem, the female poetic persona appears to be someone who 

has been abandoned by her lover, and she is crying so many tears that the amount surprises even 

herself. It is interesting to observe that to Ise, the quintessential “Love” poem seems to be one 

where the woman is discarded by her lover and left to shed many a bitter tear by herself, whereas 

                                                 
48 Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 150. 

 
49 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 220. 



247 

 

for Tsurayuki, Ise’s opponent in this match, the topic “Love” is interpreted as “shinobu koi”—

hidden love: 

kimi koi no     So much is my love 

amari ni shikaba    for you, 

shinoburedo     that though I try to hide it, 

hito no shiruramu    people still know— 

koto no wabishisa    alas, how miserable.  

 

君恋ひのあまりにしかばしのぶれど人の知るらむことのわびしさ 

 

(Poetry Contest at the Empress’s Palace – Poem no. 69)50 

 

Tsurayuki’s entry is the typical “hidden love” poem where the male poetic persona laments about 

how his feelings are too strong to remain hidden, and against his best efforts, people still know 

about the affair, resulting in embarrassment and pain for those involved. There is no recorded 

judgment for this match, but we do know that it ended with a draw. As both poems adequately 

responded to the topic, using the most archetypal scenarios in love waka and neither contained 

any observable errors, the draw is perhaps an unsurprising outcome.  

 The Ise shū also contains the following poem that is designated as having been composed 

for the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa, even though it does not appear in the record of the 

poetry contest itself: 

miru hito mo     O cherry blossoms 

naki yamazato no    at a mountain village 

sakurabana     where there is no one to admire you: 

hoka no chirinamu    would that you had bloomed 

nochi zo sakamashi    after others have scattered elsewhere. 

 

見る人もなき山里の桜花ほかの散りなむ後ぞ咲かまし 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 104)51 
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The poem was most likely composed for the Early Spring topic, with cherry blossoms being the 

focus. Here, the poetic persona calls out to the cherry blossoms at an uninhabited mountain 

village where there is no one to appreciate their beauty, imploring them to bloom later than the 

blossoms everywhere else so that they would be appreciated more by the people who would 

flock to see them once the flowers have scattered elsewhere. Just as in the previous cherry 

blossoms poem that Ise composed for this contest, the sentiment expressed here is one of deep 

attachment for the spring flowers, to the point that the poetic persona imagines the blossoms to 

be capable of listening to her plea, with the wishful thought that maybe she could convince them 

to delay their blooming, even if only for a little while, so that she would be able to enjoy the 

blossoms for just a little longer. Even though this poem did not make it to the poetry contest, it 

ended up being included in the Kokinshū, a great honor and a testament to the poem’s high 

quality.52 

 The Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa was one of the most remarkable events of its time, 

and it was also a rare case of an early poetry contest having such a detailed record. Thanks to the 

diary kept by Ise, we are able to tell the degree of effort that went into this event, from the 

preparation of the costumes worn by the members of both teams to the props that were used to 

accentuate the poems, as well as the musical performances at the event. The diary is also an 

invaluable resource as it contains the earliest examples of poetry contest judgments (hanji 判詞) 

which, though simple, provide a rare insight into how the act of composing poetry was viewed in 

a semi-critical light. The poetry contest also shows an early consciousness of the need to develop 

more elaborate poetic topics, so that the poems in a match may be compared more effectively. At 

                                                 
52 One may note that the Kokinshū was compiled in 905 whereas the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa took place in 

913. It is thought that certain poems were added to the Kokinshū in a later revision, and this may have been the case 

with Ise’s poem. See Ise shū zenchūshaku, 220. 
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the same time, the simple poetic topics also help reveal the way in which the poets interpreted 

and responded to the topics—that is to say, their audience’s expectations—in their own way, 

which in turn illuminates how those expectations shaped the production and consumption of 

poetry in the early to mid-Heian period. 

The Kasuga Poetry Contest (921) 

 As noted in the beginning of this appendix, the Kasuga Poetry Contest春日歌合 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest, 921), also known as the Kyōgoku no miyasudokoro uta-awase 京極御

息所歌合 (Lady Kyōgoku’s Poetry Contest), is rather peculiar in its format, where the “poetic 

topics” took on the form of actual poems and the participating poets’ job was not to compose 

poems that reflected those “topics” but rather responses to those poems. In a way, this makes the 

audience’s expectations even more highly specified than in the case of regular poetic topics and 

makes for an interesting case study of how poets like Ise rose to the challenge. 

 Similar to the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa, the Kasuga Poetry Contest also has an 

accompanying diary believed to have been penned by Ise. Thanks to this resource, we have 

access to much of the information on this contest. According to the diary, Uda and his consort, 

the Kyōgoku Lady (Fujiwara no Hōshi) visited the Kasuga Shrine in the spring of the year 921. 

There, they were presented with a gift of 20 charming baskets of fruits by Fujiwara no Tadafusa, 

who was the governor of Yamato Province at the time. Each fruit basket was accompanied with a 

shikishi (decorative paper) on which a spring poem was written (many of these poems were 

composed by Ōshikōchi no Mitsune as proxy for Tadafusa). The diary further relates that as the 

occasion was too hectic, there was no opportunity for response poems to be composed, thus after 

the retired emperor and his consort had returned to their residence at the Kawara-no-in 河原院, 

the famous villa that once belonged to Minamoto no Tōru 源融 (822-895), a place where many 
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elegant banquets and celebrations were held, the royal couple decided to hold a poetry contest 

with participation from their ladies-in-waiting. Unlike a regular poetry contest, the poems that 

were composed were meant to be responses to the poems that originally accompanied the gift 

baskets (with two extra matches on the topic “Summer Love”), and Tadafusa himself assumed 

the role of the judge. And just as with the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa, much attention was 

paid to the description of the costumes of the teams. 

 For this contest, Ise composed a total of four poems, three of which appear to have been 

chosen for the actual event (with two not bearing Ise’s name in the contest record). Among these, 

the one poem that does bear Ise’s name is the following: 

During the Kasuga Poetry Contest: 

 

yamazakura    If the mountain cherry blossoms 

chirite miyuki ni   have scattered and blended into one 

magainaba    with the snow on this royal expedition, 

izure ka hana to   I would like to ask spring 

haru ni towanamu   to show me which are the flowers. 

 

山桜散りてみゆきに紛ひなばいづれか花と春に問はなむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 106)53 

 

 Despite being a response poem, Ise’s composition still works as a standalone poem as the reader 

is able to grasp the meaning without having to know the original poem. Ise’s poem makes it clear 

that the premise is that a lot of snow has fallen, making it hard to distinguish between the snow 

and the cherry blossoms. Faced with this challenge, the poetic persona suggests one unique 

solution: to ask spring itself to help her identify the two objects—a uniquely elegant concept. By 

personifying spring, the poet evokes a sense of communion between human and nature, a 

harmony that allows intimate communication between the two.  

                                                 
53 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 221. 



251 

 

 Indeed, the original poem (honka 本歌) describes a situation where snow has 

fallen on the Kasuga Mountain, blending the flowers into the white snow, rendering it 

virtually impossible to tell the two apart: 

miyuki furu   The cherry blossoms 

Kasuga no yama no  on the Kasuga Mountain 

sakurabana   where snow has fallen on this royal expedition 

e koso miwakane  have so thoroughly blended together 

kokimaze ni shite  that it is impossible to tell apart. 

 

み雪ふる春日の山のさくら花えこそみわかねこきまぜにして 

 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest – Poem no. 58)54 

 

The poem centers around the kakekotoba 掛詞 (pivot word) “miyuki” みゆき, which means 

“snow” (with the beautifying prefix “mi”) on the base level of meaning and “royal expedition” 

on the secondary level, evoking the retired emperor and his consort’s visit to the Kasuga Shrine 

(the mention of the Kasuga Mountain is, of course, a nod to the occasion as well). The poem also 

uses the rhetorical device mitate 見立て (visual association) where snow and cherry blossoms 

are seen as blending together—a common conception in waka which is not that unusual in and of 

itself, but the combination of this mitate and the kakekotoba “miyuki” does add a level of 

sophistication to the poem.  

 Ise’s opponent’s poem in response is as follows: 

kienu o zo   The ones that do not vanish, 

hana to shirubeki  you know for sure are the flowers— 

kokimazete   when the cherry blossoms on the mountain 

miyuki nomi furu  become blended together 

yama no sakura wa  with the snow that falls on this royal expedition. 

 

消えぬをぞ花と知るべきこきまぜてみ雪のみ降る山の桜は 
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(Kasuga Poetry Contest – Poem no. 60)55 

 

The poet suggests another solution to the problem of cherry blossoms blending together with 

snow: wait until the snow melts and one will easily see which are the blossoms, as they will 

naturally remain. This pragmatic approach is the polar opposite of Ise’s, which counts on the 

counsel of spring itself. Furthermore, this poem also contains a lot of repetition of the diction 

used in the honka: of the 31 syllables in the poem, 12 are repeats of words already used in 

Tadafusa’s poem (these are: “kokimaze,” “miyuki,” “furu,” “yama” and “sakura”)—a practice 

that would come to be highly criticized in later poetic treatises. In contrast, Ise’s poem only 

repeats one word (“miyuki,” with three syllables) from the original poem and replaces the phrase 

“yama no sakura” with “yamazakura” (both meaning “mountain cherry blossoms”). Despite 

these efforts, Ise’s poem was judged to lose to her opponent’s, and one may only surmise that 

this was due to Tadafusa’s incompetence as a poet and judge. 

 Of the two poems featured in the contest but did not bear Ise’s name, the first one is as 

follows: 

nuretsutsu mo     I shall brave the rain 

ame ni wa yukamu    even if it were to soak me; 

matsukasa wa     so long as the cone of the pine, 

chitose no haru o    like a steadfast umbrella, 

morasazaranamu    shields you for thousands of springs more. 

 

濡れつつも雨には行かむ松かさは千歳の春を漏らさざらなむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 107)56 

 

This is a typical felicitous poem whose main objective is to extol the high-ranking individual at 

the focus of the event in question—in this case, that would be the ex-emperor and his consort, 
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who are the host of the poetry contest. The poetic persona expresses her intention to go 

somewhere even if she may get soaked from the rain, if that means her lord and his lady would 

be shielded by the pine tree (the actual word used here is “matsukasa”—the cone of the pine, 

where “kasa” also means “umbrella”) for thousands of springs to come. The pine tree, which is 

an auspicious image that is often employed in felicitous poems due to the belief that it can live 

for thousands of years, is used to express the poet’s wish for the royal couple to enjoy a long life 

filled with good health. 

 Unlike Ise’s previous poem, this one is a little harder to interpret without knowing the 

context provided by the honka, which is the following: 

koma nabete     The Kasuga Field 

kimi ga mi ni kuru    that you come to see 

Kasugano wa     with your horses in a line 

matsukasa shigeshi    is overgrown with pine cones, 

ame ni sawaru na    thus the rain cannot get in the way. 

 

駒並べて君がみに来る春日野は松笠しげし雨にさはるな 

 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest – Poem no. 43)57 

 

This is also a felicitous poem that pivots around the image of the “matsukasa,” which evokes 

both the notion of longevity and an umbrella that will keep out the rain. From the original poem, 

one can tell that the location that was omitted from Ise’s poem is the Kasuga Field, where the 

emperor and his entourage have come for a visit. Aside from making the felicitous aspect clearer 

with the inclusion of the phrase “thousands of springs more” (“chitose no haru” 千歳の春), Ise’s 

poem also expands on the idea of the original poem with a twist of its own: in the original poem, 

the poetic persona relates that the emperor has come to visit the Kasuga Field where there are 

many pine trees, and the shade of the pines will keep the entourage safe from the rain; in her 

                                                 
57 Hagitani, Heianchō uta-awase taisei, vol. 1, 214. 
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reply, Ise refutes the notion that the “kasa” will shield herself from the rain, stating that she 

would rather make a sacrifice and be soaked from the rain if that means the ex-emperor and his 

consort would be shielded instead for thousands of years to come. Ise’s poem successfully 

provides the element of surprise that is a highly sought after quality in zōtōka (exchanged poems, 

which is essentially the form assumed by the original poem and response poems in this contest), 

and furthermore, it abundantly expresses the subject’s loyalty to the sovereign and his consort, 

making it a perfect poem for such an occasion as the Kasuga Poetry Contest.  

 In contrast, the poem by Ise’s opponent in this match is as follows: 

Kasugano no    If there were 

matsukasa dani mo   none of the pine cones 

nakari seba    on the Kasuga Field, 

ame furusato ni   would I have come to the old capital 

ware komashi ya wa   where the rain is falling? 

 

春日野の松笠だにもなかりせば雨ふるさとにわれ来ましやは 

 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest – Poem no. 45)58 

 

Compared to Ise’s poem, this one is not as overtly felicitous. The poet still employs the 

kakekotoba “matsukasa,” but there is no elaboration on the perceived longevity of the pine tree, 

and the focus of the poem seems to be placed more on the poetic persona, who implies that she 

would not have come to the Kasuga Field if the pines were not there to provide shelter from the 

rain, rather than on the protagonists of the occasion, that is to say Uda and his consort, Lady 

Kyōgoku. The tone of the poem is also oddly disparaging as it implies that the Kasuga Field’s 

only saving grace in this rainy weather is the presence of the pine tree, despite the fact that in the 

original poem, it is clearly stated that the emperor has come here for a visit. This poem was 

judged to lose to Ise’s, and this appears to be an accurate judgment on Tadafusa’s part. 
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 The last of Ise’s poems that appeared in this contest is the following: 

misomezu wa     If only I had never 

aramashi mono o    laid my eyes upon thee— 

furusato no     the blossoms blooming 

hana ni kokoro no    in the old capital 

utsurinuru kana    have fairly captured my heart. 

 

見初めずはあらましものを故里の花に心の移りぬるかな 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 109)59 

 

The concept of the poem is fairly straightforward: the poetic persona wishes that she had never 

laid eyes upon the cherry blossoms in the old capital, because that only makes her fall in love 

with them (and the implication is that they would scatter before long, leaving her heart-broken). 

It is in response to the following poem: 

furusato ni     O cherry blossoms 

saku to wabitsuru    that lament blooming 

sakurabana     in this old capital, 

kotoshi zo kimi ni    this year for sure, 

mienuberanaru    you will be seen by His Highness. 

 

故郷に咲くとわびつるさくら花今年ぞ君にみえぬべらなる 

 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest – Poem no. 13)60 

 

In this poem, the poetic persona calls out to the cherry blossoms blooming in the “old capital” 

(i.e. the Heijō-kyō in Yamato Province, present-day Nara), consoling them that there is no need 

to lament because this year, their beauty will be seen by the ex-emperor who has come for a visit 

(unlike previous years, when their beauty presumably went unnoticed). The poet used 

personification to speak to the cherry blossoms, creating the sense that not only the people in 

Yamato but also the supposedly insentient flowers are looking forward to the royal visit. Ise’s 
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reply poem is thus composed from the perspective of someone on that royal expedition who 

regrets having seen such splendid flowers, presumably because now it will be even more painful 

for her to see them scatter. Of course, the poem has been slightly exaggerated to highlight the 

beauty of the spring blossoms. 

 For comparison, the poem by Ise’s opponent is as follows: 

furusato to     O cherry blossoms, 

omoi na wabiso    do not lament the fact 

sakurabana     that you are here in the old capital, 

hoka no iro nimo    for your beauty does not at all lose 

otorazarikeri     to that of the blossoms elsewhere. 

 

故郷とおもひなわびそ桜花ほかのいろにもおとらざりけり 

 

(Kasuga Poetry Contest – Poem no. 14)61 

 

Just as in the original poem, the poetic persona calls out to the cherry blossoms in the old capital, 

but the consolation is much less positive than that in Ise’s poem: the poetic persona essentially 

tells the cherry blossoms that they do not have any cause for lament because they are just as 

beautiful as the blossoms elsewhere—in contrast, Ise emphasizes the beauty of the flowers in the 

old capital as something of special interest to her, and there is the implication that it cannot be 

found elsewhere. Considering the ex-emperor’s visit to the Kasuga Shrine in the old capital, Ise’s 

reply poem seems much more fitting for the occasion, and it was rightly judged to be the winner 

in the match.  
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Appendix B: Further Discussion on the Provenance of the Ise shū 

Priest Anpō as a Possible Ise shū Compiler 

As I remarked in Chapter Four (“The Prose-Poetry Complex and the Role of Compilers: 

Poetry, Fiction, and Biography”), it is not very likely that someone other than Nakatsukasa, Ise’s 

own daughter, would know Ise well enough and had good enough access to Ise’s poetic records 

in order to compile a collection of her poetry. However, it should be mentioned that there is in 

fact one possible candidate for this role. Gotō Toshio pointed out that in the Anpō hōshi shū 安法

法師集 (Collected Poems of Priest Anpō, n.d.), there is a particular poem that specifically refers 

to Ise, which is as follows: 

On the occasion when I collected and recorded the dai (topics) of poems1 by 

someone called Ise and sent them [to someone else]: 

 

hisagi ouru    Would that I could have you compose 

Kawara no yado no   poems on the things I see 

ochikochi ni    here and there 

miyuru monomono   at this lodging at Kawara, 

kimi ni iwasen    where the mallotus tree grows. 

 

ひさきおふるかはらのやとの遠近にみゆるものものきみにいはせん2 

 

Gotō uses this passage from the Anpō hōshi shū to argue that Priest Anpō 安法法師 (n.d.), a 

mid-Heian poet who was acquainted with such poets as Minamoto no Shitagō 源順 (911-983) 

and Kiyohara no Motosuke 清原元輔 (908-990), was in fact the compiler of the beginning 

portion of the Ise shū. Gotō interprets the word “dai” here as headnotes to the poems. In other 

words, Gotō speculated that Anpō gathered the materials related to Ise that were left behind at 

                                                 
1 The term used here is “utadomo no dai” (歌どもの題). 

 
2 “Anpō hōshi shū,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 3, Shikashū hen (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1983-1992). 
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the Kawara Villa, a place where Retired Emperor Uda resided toward the end of his life and 

where Ise undoubtedly spent much of her time as well, and based on these materials, Anpō 

penned the headnotes to these Ise poems and sent the product to someone else, accompanied by 

the poem above.3  

Gotō’s theory has been criticized by Sekine Yoshiko for its unusual interpretation of the 

word “dai.” According to Sekine, the word “dai” here simply means topic, as in poetic topics 

(kadai歌題), often found in the practice of composing poetry on set topics (daiei), and what 

Anpō did was simply to look through the poetic materials left behind by Ise at the Kawara Villa 

and note the poetic topics used in her poems, perhaps to aid himself in practicing his poetry skills 

or under the request of someone else (most likely the person he was sending the above poem to).4 

Senō Yoshinobu takes a more neutral stance and suggests that the word “dai” here could be 

interpreted as the context in which these poems were composed, i.e. in the sense found in the 

phrase “dai shirazu” 題知らず (“context unknown”) often seen in imperial waka anthologies. In 

other words, Senō is of the opinion that while Anpō may not have been the one to pen the 

headnotes to the poems found at the beginning of the Ise shū, his role may have been more 

involved than what Sekine gave him credits for. Senō also further speculates that the person who 

was the recipient of Anpō’s poem may very well have been Nakatsukasa and that Anpō was 

requested by Nakatsukasa herself to look through the materials Ise left behind at the Kawara 

Villa and to help supply her with information about the context in which these poems were 

                                                 
3 Gotō Toshio, “Ise shū kantō no uta-monogatari no sakusha ni tsuite: Ise monogatari no shomei ni kanren shite,” 

Bungaku gogaku 13 (1959). 

 
4 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 178-86. 
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composed, which would aid her in compiling all of her mother’s poetry, including the narrative 

portion with the extended headnotes.5 

Indeed, Senō is correct in observing that the phrase “dai shirazu” is usually used for 

poems where the compilers do not know the context in which they were composed, and it is 

appealing to interpret the word “dai” here to equate “context.” However, might this not be too 

hasty a conclusion to draw? A thorough search through the Shinpen kokka taikan reveals that 

there are not that many instances of the phrase “uta no dai” (including its variants) being used in 

the headnotes of poems, and in all of these instances, it is very clear that the dai refers to poetic 

topics, i.e. “kadai,” which is in fact rendered as “uta no dai” in the vernacular Japanese 

language. Below are some examples that illustrate the use of this phrase in the headnotes:  

On the occasion when, at the imperial residence, the Crown Prince gave poetic 

topics to his ladies-in-waiting and had them compose poetry, I picked the topic 

“frost-withered silvergrass” [and composed]: 

(みやにて、うたのだい、にようばうのかたに給はせて、よませさせ給ふ

に、しもがれのをぎをとりて)6 

 

On the occasion when, at the residence at Hashimoto in Seta, six poetic topics 

were given out for people to compose poetry on them, [I composed on the topic] 

“crossing the barrier at Ausaka”: 

(せたのはしもとの家にて、うたの題六をいだして人人よませしに、あふ

さかの関こゆ)7 

 

On the occasion when the empress dowager, intending to write a sutra on the back 

of the poetic topics written by the late Emperor Go-Nijō, had people compose 

poetry, [I composed on the topic] “love where one meets in dreams”: 

(後二条院のかかせ給へる歌の題のうらに、御経かかせ給はむとて、女院

より人人によませられ侍りしに、夢に逢恋を)8 

 

                                                 
5 Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū: Ise monogatari hen, Heichū monogatari hen, Ise shū kantō uta-

monogatari hen, 187-88. 

 
6 “Kodai no kimi shū,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 3. 

 
7 “Daini Takatō shū,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 3. 

 
8 “Kenkō hōshi shū,” Shinpen kokka taikan, vol. 4, Shikashū hen II (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1983-1992). 
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It is apparent that “uta no dai” here refers to the poetic topics due to the fact that these poetic 

topics are subsequently specified within the headnote (the boxed phrases in the examples above). 

It is also interesting to note that the mention of “uta no dai” in the headnote of a poem is also 

often accompanied by reference to the act of composing poems (as underlined in the examples), 

usually under the command or request of someone else. Similarly, the poem by Anpō does in fact 

allude to his recipient’s composing poems, presumably using the poetic topics that he collected 

from Ise’s remaining materials. Thus, it would seem to be quite a stretch to interpret the phrase 

“utadomo no dai” in the headnote to Anpō’s poem to mean “context,” given that all other uses of 

the phrase and its variants imply poetic topics. If anything, the meaning of the phrase “dai 

shirazu” as “context unknown” that Senō used to justify his interpretation of the headnote to 

Anpō’s poem is perhaps simply an extension of the literal meaning, which is “poetic topic 

unknown.” In other words, the poetic topic is understood to represent the occasion in which a 

poem was composed, and that in itself encompasses the reason for which the poem was 

composed. When the poetic topic is unknown, it automatically means that the context of the 

poem is unknown, and the phrase “dai shirazu” is thus used as a shorthand for all poems whose 

occasion of composition remains obscure. As for Anpō’s poem, it would seem that the most 

likely interpretation is that he was simply gathering the poetic topics found in the materials Ise 

left behind at the Kawara Villa and sending them to someone else, perhaps as reference materials 

for practicing poetry composition. 

Whether or not Senō is correct in his conjecture that the recipient of Anpō’s poem was 

Nakatsukasa and that Anpō was aiding Nakatsukasa in her effort to compile her mother’s poems, 

at the very least, it seems highly likely that Anpō was not the compiler of the Ise shū, as Gotō 
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Toshio so controversially asserted. Once again, it would seem that the most probable candidate 

for the compilation of the Ise shū is Nakatsukasa, Ise’s poet daughter. 

Nakatsukasa as a Possible Ise shū Compiler 

Let us revisit the evidence given by Sekine Yoshiko based on the differences between the 

Ise poems in the Gosenshū and the Ise shū to conclude that Nakatsukasa could not have 

participated in both projects. To support her argument, Sekine categorized the roughly 100 

poems that are common to both the Ise shū and the Gosenshū9 into six types: (1) neither version 

has a headnote, (2) both versions are exactly the same (barring minor textual variant), (3) only 

one version has a headnote, (4) the headnote differs in the two versions, (5) poetic exchanges that 

are presented differently in the two versions, and (6) poems that are attributed to an anonymous 

author in the Gosenshū but taken to be by Ise in the Ise shū.10 Of these six types, the first two 

types are of little interest as there is essentially no difference between the two versions. For the 

remaining four types, Sekine provided an extremely detailed analysis of every single case and 

observed that the differences in the two versions simply cannot be explained if the Gosenshū had 

used the Ise shū as its source and vice versa. Essentially, Sekine argues that if one collection had 

indeed used the other as its source, there is no reason why its compiler would go out of the way 

to modify the headnote to sometimes depict a completely different situation. Sekine also notes 

that her conclusion contradicts the widely held belief up until that point that the Ise shū had used 

the Gosenshū as part of its sources.11  

                                                 
9 It should be noted that this number only applies to poems that Sekine deems to belong to the “core” portion of the 

Ise shū, to be distinguished from poems that were clearly added later on from other sources, as well as poems that 

were mistakenly added to the Ise shū even though they did not belong to Ise. For a full explanation of the schema, 

see Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 70-85. 

 
10 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 124. 

 
11 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 148. 
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 However, Sekine later goes on to posit that a later editor of the Ise shū had supplemented 

the “core” text of the collection with other poems by Ise that were somehow left out of the first 

round of compilation. Sekine further speculates that the source for this supplemental round (at 

least in the case of the Nishi Honganji manuscript lineage) is none other than the Nakatsukasa 

version of the Ise shū, which is commonly believed to have been used as the source of the Ise 

poems in the Gosenshū. (Sekine herself subscribes to this view, although some scholars, such as 

Senō Yoshinobu, have begun to question this default belief.) According to Sekine, this section 

contains nine poems that are also found in the Gosenshū, and given that the order of these poems 

in the Ise shū does not coincide with the order found in the Gosenshū and that poems from other 

collections are sprinkled in-between, it is quite unlikely that this supplemental round used the 

Gosenshū as its source. At the same time, most of these common poems between the Gosenshū 

and the supplemental portion of the Ise shū share the same headnote (ignoring very minor 

differences), which prompts Sekine to theorize that they may have come from the same source. 

As it is widely believed that the Nakatsukasa version of the Ise shū was put together specifically 

for the compilation of the Gosenshū, Sekine thus goes on to speculate that Nakatsukasa’s version 

of the Ise shū was used as the source of the supplemental poems.12 

 To summarize, Sekine posits that the Ise shū as we know it today (at least with respect to 

the Nishi Honganji manuscript lineage) went through at least two major compilation processes. 

During the first process, the compiler used a source that was different from that used by the 

Gosenshū (i.e. the Nakatsukasa version of the Ise shū). However, some poems composed by Ise 

were missed during this first compilation, so a second round of compilation was conducted, in 

which the compiler (who could be the same as the original compiler or someone else—Sekine 

                                                 
12 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 152-158. 
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does not specify what the possibilities are here) supplemented the missing poems using the 

Nakatsukasa version of the Ise shū as its source. Thus, while Sekine does not support the theory 

that Nakatsukasa was directly involved in the compilation of the Ise shū as we know it today, she 

does endorse the view that the Ise collection that Nakatsukasa put together was used by both the 

compilers of the Gosenshū and one of the compilers of the Ise shū during its complex history of 

compilation and augmentation. 

 However, as stated above, Nakatsukasa still appears to be the most likely candidate for 

the role of compiler of the Ise shū, and perhaps Sekine’s theory could be revised to allow for this 

possibility. Indeed, might one not theorize that Nakatsukasa was the one who provided the 

source for the Gosenshū while at the same time being the original compiler of the Ise shū, and 

the divergences between the two collections may simply be explained as a post-Gosenshū 

attempt to editorialize the Ise shū in order to conform to the narrative frame found in the 

beginning portion of the collection? To be more precise, I would like to posit that at some point, 

Nakatsukasa was commissioned by Emperor Murakami to put together a collection of her 

mother’s poems (which resulted in the poetic exchange that is included in the Shūishū, the 

Murakami gyoshū and Nakatsukasa shū). This collection was then used as the source for all of 

Ise’s poems featured in the Gosenshū. At the same time, Nakatsukasa might have been working 

on a fuller version of her mother’s poetry collection—an effort that includes an attempt to create 

a narrative framework for some of the poems, as seen in the beginning portion of the present-day 

Ise shū. It was perhaps during this editorial process that Nakatsukasa changed some of the details 

in her version of the Ise collection, leading to the differences between the Gosenshū and the Ise 

shū. To address the likelihood of this hypothesis, it is necessary to look at some of the actual 

examples of cases where the same poem appears with different contexts in the Gosenshū and Ise 
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shū. In doing so, I will be following Sekine’s classification of the four categories of differences 

between the two collections. 

 One category of differences between the Gosenshū Ise poems and those found in the Ise 

shū is where one version has a headnote while the other doesn’t. In most of these cases, the 

difference between the two versions may simply be explained either as a mistake on the part of 

the Gosenshū compilers—maybe someone misplaced the information regarding the contexts for 

these poems, which results in the Gosenshū version of the poem missing the headnote (a likely 

scenario given the scope of the imperial anthology, and the editorial mistakes of this collection 

has often been observed, especially with regard to duplicate poems), or as an extra addition on 

the part of the Gosenshū compilers where the context was added by extrapolating upon the 

poems’ content, or even as an omission on the part of the Ise shū compiler where the headnote 

may be deemed unnecessary as it does not provide any extra information that may not be gleaned 

from the content of the poem itself. Yet another possible scenario is that these poems were meant 

to be put together with other poems and share the headnotes with these poems, but due to some 

error during the editing process, some poems might have been moved away from their intended 

location, resulting in a missing headnote in one of the two versions.  

 One case that cannot be adequately explained by the aforementioned scenarios is the 

following example in the Ise shū: 

Ise no umi ni    As I am a diver 

toshi hete sumishi   who has spent many years 

ama nareba    living by the sea of Ise, 

izure no mo ka wa   I would collect all the seaweed 

kazuki nokoseru   without leaving a single one behind. 

 

伊勢の海に年経て住みし海人なればいづれの藻かはかづき残せる 
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(Ise shū – Poem no. 219)13 

 

This poem contains no headnote. The headnote to the immediately preceding poem is: “At a time 

when I was worrying over something” and does not seem to apply to the poem at hand. At the 

same time, the Gosenshū headnote to this same poem reads: “When I was serving at the Teiji 

Villa, [the retired emperor] invited us attendants to partake of his simple morning meal, thus [I 

composed].”14 The situation described in this headnote is specific enough that it cannot simply 

be extrapolated from the poem’s content, so it seems unlikely that the Gosenshū compilers would 

have been able to come up with the headnote on their own. On the other hand, it also seems 

unlikely that the Ise shū compiler would have removed this headnote, given the amount of 

nontrivial information it provides. Indeed, this is one of the poems that Sekine cites as concrete 

evidence as to why the Gosenshū and the Ise shū must have been based on separate sources.15 

 However, the situation described in the headnote to the Gosenshū version of this poem is 

very similar to that in the following episode, which is featured in the beginning portion of the Ise 

shū: 

Two years thus went by after the emperor stepped down, and he decided to take 

the Buddhist vows and reside at Ninnaji Temple. Every now and then, he would 

come to visit the empress. The empress could not help finding it heartbreaking to 

see him like that.  

 

One time, the emperor visited his old dwelling place and had a simple meal 

there—the kind enjoyed by people who have renounced this world. He summoned 

those who used to serve him before and invited them to partake of his food as 

well. The empress sent the following: 

 

                                                 
13 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 387. 

 
14 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 387. It should be noted that there is significant variation in the content of the poem 

itself, i.e. the last three lines are completely different in the two versions. Thus, there has been some debate with 

regard to whether they should be treated as the same poem or not (see Ise shū zenchūshaku, 389). Here, I am 

interested in exploring why there exist some differences between the Gosenshū and Ise shū versions of certain 

poems, so I will follow Sekine and treat these as variations of a single poem. 

 
15 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 128. 
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kotonoha ni    The unending dew of my tears 

taesenu tsuyu wa   shall gather on 

okuramu ya    our leaves of words 

mukashi oboyuru   as we assemble here, 

matoi shitareba   reminiscing about the past. 

 

言の葉に絶えせぬ露は置くらむや昔思ゆる円居したれば 

 

Her reply: 

 

umi to nomi    As it appears, 

matoi no naka wa   our little gathering 

narinumeri    had turned into the ocean, 

sonagara aranu   for our dear Lord, while still himself, 

kimi ga miyureba   no longer looks like his familiar old self. 

 

うみとのみ円居の中はなりぬめりそながらあらぬ君が見ゆれば 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 24-25)16 

 

The “old dwelling place” mentioned in this headnote is of course the Teiji Villa, the same 

location mentioned in the Gosenshū headnote. The similarity between the Gosenshū headnote 

and the latter portion of the Ise shū headnote is striking enough that it is entirely reasonable to 

assume they describe the same event. Thus, it may be imagined that poem no. 219 in the Ise shū 

was originally grouped together with poems nos. 24 and 25, and the Gosenshū compilers may 

have separated it while keeping the gist of the original headnote, whereas the Ise shū compiler 

may have forgotten to do so while separating poem no. 219 from the rest of the episode. In any 

case, the lack of a headnote to poem no. 219 in the Ise shū (and the presence of one to the 

corresponding poem in the Gosenshū) may not necessarily be definitive proof that the two 

collections must have used different materials as their sources, as Sekine has claimed.  

 A second category of differences between the Ise poems found in the Gosenshū and the 

Ise shū is where both versions have headnotes but these headnotes significantly differ from each 

                                                 
16 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 75, 79. This same episode is also recounted in the Gosenshū as poems nos. 1097-1098. 
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other. Similar to the first category discussed above, many of the poems falling into this category 

can be explained away by simple reasoning. One example that is slightly more challenging, 

however, is the following poem in the Ise shū: 

As a certain someone had misgivings about my feelings and gave me some 

jewels: 

 

tama naranu     Unlike a precious jewel— 

mi no uki koto wa    how painful it is, 

kiyokeredo     to be pure and untainted, 

migakeru mono to    yet acknowledged by no one 

iwanu narikeri     as a beautiful, polished piece. 

 

玉ならぬ身の憂きことは清けれど磨けるものと言はぬなりけり 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 159)17 

 

This same poem appears (albeit with significant variation to the first two lines) in the Gosenshū 

with the headnote: “At a time when there were some unfounded rumors about me.”18 Indeed, the 

wording is quite different in the two headnotes, but at the same time, they do not necessarily 

contradict each other. Sekine does acknowledge that if the Ise shū had used the Gosenshū as its 

source, the compiler “would not make this change unless deliberately,”19 and this may perhaps 

be exactly what happened. Even though Sekine observed that this poem does not appear among 

the narrativized portion of the Ise shū, it is not entirely impossible for the Ise shū compiler to 

have edited this headnote to fit a narrative framework, perhaps as a preparatory step to later 

include it in the tale-like beginning section of the collection, but either forgot to do so or decided 

against it in the end. In other words, just because a poem is not among the 30-or-so poems that 

make up the narrative section of the Ise shū, it may be too hasty to conclude that its headnote had 

                                                 
17 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 303. 

 
18 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 221. 

 
19 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 131. 
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not been rewritten in an effort to potentially include it in that section. Considering the possibility 

that the Ise shū compiler may very well have been working through his or her notes in order to 

find the poems that would fit the narrative framework the best, it may not be too much of a 

stretch to imagine that the headnotes to certain poems have been rewritten as part of this process. 

In any case, the different wording in the headnotes of the Gosenshū and Ise shū versions of this 

poem may be explained as a deliberate editorial attempt on the part of the Ise shū compiler. 

 Another example of differing headnotes between the two versions is poem no. 236 in the 

Ise shū: 

To someone who held a grudge against me and told me: “I won’t say anything 

further from now on”: 

 

aki tote ya    It is autumn, the season of exhausted love. 

ima wa kagiri no   As the fog starts rising, 

tachinuramu    our relationship might be coming to an end, 

omoi ni aemu    even though this is too much for me to bear, 

mono naranaku ni   like the fog that can’t prevail over the sun. 

 

あきとてや今はかぎりの立ちぬらむ思ひにあへむものならなくに 

 

(Ise shū – Poem no. 236)20 

 

This same poem appears in the Gosenshū with the headnote: “In the early morning of a day with 

the autumn fog rising, someone sent a message, saying, ‘Since you are so incredibly cold 

towards me, this will be my last word,’ so I sent back.”21 Once again, Sekine notes the great 

difference in the wording of the two headnotes, stating that this is evidence of the fact that the 

two collections must have employed different sources. However, a closer look at the content of 

the headnotes themselves shows that at the very least, there is no contradiction in the situations 

being portrayed, and may the Ise shū version of the kotobagaki not be explained as the 

                                                 
20 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 414. 

 
21 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 241. 
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compiler’s attempt to rewrite the story yet again? Sekine observed that it would not make sense 

for the Ise shū compiler to go out of his or her way to modify the headnote in such a way that 

relevant information would be lost,22 but the information that is left out of the Ise shū version of 

the headnote is in fact already mostly included in the poem itself: “autumn,” “fog,” and “rising” 

are all words that appear in the poem, and the only bit of information provided in the headnote to 

the Gosenshū version of the poem that is missing from the Ise shū version is the designation of 

the time of day—early morning, or tsutomete つとめて, a time that Katagiri Yōichi has noted to 

be that moment when a man would leave a woman’s dwelling after having spent the night 

there.23 Thus, the Gosenshū version of the headnote indicates that the man is clearly in a 

relationship with Ise (going so far as to spend the night there), whereas the Ise shū version of the 

headnote is much more vague, giving no indication as to whether Ise reciprocates his feelings. 

As has been noted elsewhere, the Ise shū compiler seems to deliberately downplay Ise’s 

relationships with men after her heartbreak caused by Fujiwara no Nakahira, with the implication 

being that her steadfastness and complete devotion to her official duty eventually earned her the 

affection of Uda.24 Keeping this in mind, one may imagine that the Ise shū compiler might have 

modified the headnote here, too, to fit the overall narrative framework of Ise being completely 

devoted to her duty at court, having no time for romantic dalliances. While it is true that the 

content of the poem itself may still be interpreted as an affirmation of Ise’s feelings for the man 

and a regret at having things come to an end, due to the tendency in waka to not always say what 

one truly means, the poem itself is not enough of an indication for Ise’s relationship status. In 

                                                 
22 Sekine, Chūko shikashū no kenkyū, 131. 

 
23 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 241. 

 
24 See, for example, Senō, Heianchō uta-monogatari no kenkyū: Ise monogatari hen, Heichū monogatari hen, Ise 

shū kantō uta-monogatari hen, 224-25. 
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any case, the difference between the Gosenshū and Ise shū versions of the headnote may once 

again be explained by the Ise shū compiler’s editorial agenda. 

 The third category of differences found between the two collections is where poetic 

exchanges are presented differently in the two versions. For this particular category, it is easy to 

imagine how errors in the editorial process may result in the wrong poems being grouped 

together as a single exchange. One example is the follow exchange from the Ise shū: 

This was the reply to the poem that said “Separated by the river”:   (Ise) 

 

tatoi naki    Beyond comparison, 

mono to wa ware zo   indeed I have become; 

narinubeki    even the Tanabata Maiden 

tanabatatsume mo   cannot possibly have 

hitome ya wa moru   to mind people’s eyes so much. 

 

たとひなきものとは我ぞなりぬべき織女も人目やはもる 

 

When I was staying at Katsura, the Emperor sent:     (Uda) 

 

au hodo to    As we spend our days 

kawa o hedatete   separated by the river, 

furu hodo wa    wondering when we could meet next, 

tanabatatsume mo   you are indeed no different 

nani ka kotonaru   from the Tanabata Maiden. 

 

逢ふほどと川を隔てて経るほどは織女も何か異なる 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 234-235)25 

 

The exchange as it appears in the Gosenshū is as follows: 

On the seventh day, in his reply, it says, “I will see you tonight,” [so I sent back]: 

 

koi koite   The excitement I feel 

awamu to omou  when I think about how I can see you this evening 

yūgure wa   after so much longing 

tanabatatsume mo  must be the same as that 

kaku zo aru rashi  of the Tanabata Maiden. 

 

                                                 
25 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 410, 412. 
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こひこひてあはむと思夕暮はたなばたつめもかくぞあるらし 
 

In reply: 

 

tagui naki    Beyond comparison, 

mono to wa ware zo   indeed I have become; 

narinubeki    even the Tanabata Maiden 

tanabatatsume wa   cannot possibly have 

hitome ya wa moru   to mind people’s eyes so much. 

 

たぐひなき物とは我ぞなりぬべきたなばたつめは人目やはもる 

 

(Gosenshū – Book V [Autumn I] – Poems nos. 231-232)26 

 

Pointing out the fact that the reply poem is matched with two different opening poems in the 

Gosenshū version and the Ise shū version, Sekine lists this case as one example of why the two 

collections could not have originated from the same source. However, upon a closer look, the 

conclusion may not be so straightforward. First of all, the placement of poem no. 234 before 

poem no. 235 in the Nishi Honganji manuscript is already rather problematic, as it is clear that 

poem no. 234 is in fact Ise’s reply to Uda’s poem (no. 235). It may be surmised that an editorial 

mistake was responsible for this reverse order of the two poems and a later editor compensated 

by noting in the headnote of poem no. 234 that it is indeed the reply to the poem that follows. (In 

both the other two manuscript lineages, the two poems are given in the correct order, likely as 

the result of a later editorial effort.) The confusion surrounding these two poems does not end 

there, however, as the three poems leading up to this exchange are as follows: 

natsumushi no   If, for the summer bugs, 

mi o mushihatete  their souls still remain 

tama shi araba  after burning up their bodies, 

ware mo manebamu  I’m going to imitate them, 

hitome moru mi zo  for I am someone who must avoid people’s eyes. 

 

夏虫の身をむしはてて魂しあらば我もまねばむ人目守る身ぞ 

                                                 
26 Katagiri, Gosen wakashū, 72. There is no indication of who the authors are in the Gosenshū version, indicating 

that the authors are presumed to be anonymous. 
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On the seventh day of the Seventh Month: 

 

koi koite   The excitement I feel 

awamu to omou  when I think about how I can see you this evening 

yūgure wa   after so much longing 

tanabatatsume mo  must be the same as that 

kaku ya aru ramu  of the Tanabata Maiden. 

 

恋ひ恋ひて逢はむと思ふ夕暮は織女もかくやあるらむ 

 
yoi no ma ni   Within the span of a night, 

mi o nagehatsuru  the summer bugs throw themselves into the fire 

natsumushi wa   and let it consume them— 

moete ya hito ni  is it because they heard 

au to kikikemu   they would meet their beloved that way? 

 

宵の間に身を投げはつる夏虫は燃えてや人に逢ふと聞きけむ 

 

(Ise shū – Poems nos. 231-233)27 

 

Two observations can be made here: (1) poem no. 232 is in fact the opening poem in the 

Gosenshū version of the exchange, and (2) poem no. 232’s appearance between poems nos. 231 

and 233 is rather peculiar, given that both of the other two poems are on the topic of the 

natsumushi (summer bugs). It seems the most likely that there had been some mistake in the 

ordering of the poems in this part of the collection, causing poem no. 232 to come between two 

poems that clearly should have been grouped together, as well as the reversal of the order in the 

poetic exchange between Ise and Uda. (In the other two manuscript lineages, the mistake appears 

to have been corrected, with poem no. 232 moved after the two natsumushi poems.) Taking into 

account all of these problematic issues found in the ordering of the poems in this particular 

sequence, it seems plausible that the Gosenshū compilers mistakenly took poem no. 232 to be the 

opening poem and no. 234 to be its reply precisely because they were working from the same 

                                                 
27 Ise shū zenchūshaku, 407-409. 



273 

 

source material as that of the Ise shū—otherwise, the grouping of these two poems into one 

exchange would be too much of a coincidence. The headnote to the Gosenshū version may have 

been a fabrication by the Gosenshū compilers, largely based on the content of the poem. While it 

is hard to tell for sure what exactly happened here, it would seem to be overly hasty to conclude 

that this is concrete evidence of the Gosenshū and Ise shū not possibly sharing the same source 

material. 

 The last of the four categories of differences that Sekine posited consists of poems that 

are attributed to an anonymous author in the Gosenshū but are understood to be poems composed 

by Ise in the Ise shū. As Sekine herself conceded, false attributions may have occurred due to 

errors in the editorial process, and while sixteen (according to Sekine’s count) may be a rather 

high number of cases for such errors to occur, it is not enough evidence to definitively conclude 

that the Gosenshū and the Ise shū originated from two distinctly different sources.  

 As the above analysis has shown, while there exist differences between the Gosenshū and 

Ise shū versions of many of the poems found in both collections, it is not possible to determine 

that the two collections were compiled on parallel paths, never intersecting each other. Indeed, as 

I have shown in some of the examples, the differences between the two collections may in fact 

be explained as a deliberate attempt on the part of the Ise shū compiler to alter the context of the 

poems to fit the narrative framework found at the beginning portion of the collection. Sekine 

Yoshiko’s argument regarding Nakatsukasa’s lack of involvement in the compilation of the Ise 

shū as we know it today may thus simply be one of the possibilities, and just as it is impossible 

to tell what really happened, it is also possible to consider the possibility that Nakatsukasa was in 

fact involved in the production processes of both works of poetry—providing the materials for 

one while actively gathering the materials and constructing the narrative framework for the other. 
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Thus, in analyzing the manner in which the figure of Ise is portrayed throughout the collection 

and especially in the beginning narrative portion, it is possible to consider the motives that the 

compiler may have had, knowing that her daughter, Nakatsukasa, may very well have been the 

person behind this compilation effort. 
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Appendix C: Translation of the Ise shū 

 For the following translation, I made heavy use of the Ise shū zenchūshaku, the most 

recent modern commentary on the Ise shū, edited by Akiyama Ken, Komachiya Teruhiko, and 

Kurata Minoru. The base text chosen for this particular commentary is the Nishi Honganji-bon 

Sanjūrokunin shū 西本願寺本三十六人集 manuscript, which is the oldest of the Ise shū 

manuscripts, believed to date back to the Ten’ei Era (1110-1113). This is the manuscript which 

gave its name to the Nishi Honganji manuscript lineage in Sekine Yoshiko’s scheme of 

classification and generally favored by Ise shū scholars due to its seniority. This is the first full 

translation of the Ise shū in English.  
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In the reign of the Kanpyō emperor, there was someone who served in the living quarters 

of one high-ranking consort, whose father was stationed in Yamato. Her father doted on her, and 

hoping to keep her from being associated with the average man, he sent her to court as a lady-in-

waiting. The brother of the lady she was serving, however, ardently courted her for some time, 

and what could have happened, one is made to wonder. 

 Although she was anxious about her father’s reaction, he simply said: “It must have been 

because of some karmic bond from a previous life, but one can’t really count on such young men 

as him.” After a few years have gone by, he became the son-in-law of a Major Captain at the 

time. The father heard about this and thought about how his misgiving had proven true. 

 The woman was extremely ashamed about this ordeal. Just then, as she was living at her 

father’s residence on the Fifth Avenue, the man came by and sent her the following poem written 

on a red persimmon leaf: 

 [1] 

hito sumazu     Coming to this lodging, 

aretaru yado o     fallen into ruin 

kite mireba     ever since I stopped visiting, 

ima zo ko no ha wa    I now find a brocade 

nishiki orikeru     woven from the autumn leaves. 

人住まずあれたる宿を来て見れば今ぞ木の葉は錦織りける 

Although the woman was extremely pained to receive the man’s poem, she was also 

greatly moved by it and thus penned the following reply, tied to a nezumimochi branch: 

[2] 

namida sae     Even my tears are aiding 
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shigure ni soete    the falling autumn rain, 

furusato wa     dyeing the crimson leaves 

momiji no iro mo    an even deeper shade 

kosa zo masareru    at this forsaken place, as it falls into ruin. 

涙さへ時雨に添へてふるさとは紅葉の色も濃さぞまされる 

This must have been around the Ninth Month. The man was also greatly touched upon 

seeing the woman’s reply.  

As the man had become wedded to someone else, the woman thought he would not visit 

her anymore and decided to spend some time in Yamato, where she once lived. She thus sent 

him the following: 

[3] 

Miwa no yama    At Mount Miwa, 

ika ni machi mimu   no matter how much I wait 

toshi fu tomo    and how many years pass by, 

tazunuru hito mo   I do not think someone would come 

araji to omoeba   to visit me there. 

三輪の山いかに待ち見む年経とも訪ぬる人もあらじと思へば 

The following is the Biwa Minister’s response: 

 [4] 

 Morokoshi no    Even if you were to seclude yourself 

 Yoshino no yama ni   deep within the Mount Yoshino 

 komoru tomo    of distant Cathay, 

 omowamu hito ni   how could I possibly lag behind 
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 ware okureme ya   someone I care so much about? 

 唐土の吉野の山に籠るとも思はむ人に我遅れめや 

The man composed this reply to the woman’s poem and sent it from Nara Hill. 

 [5] 

 yo o umi no    Resenting our relationship, 

awa to ukitaru    I have turned into the foam 

 mi ni shi areba   floating on the ocean surface; 

 uramuru koto zo   there are so many things 

 kazu nakarikeru   to feel bitter about. 

 世を海の泡とうきたる身にしあればうらむることぞ数なかりける 

The woman, in reply: 

 [6] 

 watatsu umi to    Your words that I trusted 

 tanomeshi koto no   to be as deep as the ocean 

 asenureba    have turned out to be so shallow; 

 ware zo wa ga mi no   I’m the one who should feel bitter 

 ura wa uramuru   about my sorry state of life. 

 わたつ海と頼めし言のあせぬれば我ぞ我が身のうらはうらむる 

After staying at Yamato for about three months, she went on a pilgrimage to a temple 

called Ryūmon. It was around the eleventh day of the First Month. At this temple, there was a 

waterfall that appeared to be dropping straight down from among the clouds. As for the place 

that was said to be the dwelling of immortals, many years have passed and the boulders are 
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thickly covered with moss. Upon encountering this utterly unfamiliar sight, she was moved to 

feel great sadness and pathos, and her tears rivaled the waterfall.  

As the group rested for a while near a bridge, the sky became very dark. She said to her 

companions: “Perhaps it’s going to rain.” The monks commented: “No, it’s going to snow for 

sure.” Just then, snow fell down in huge flakes, rendering the sky completely dark. Everyone 

started saying: “Let’s compose some poems,” and the woman who was visiting this temple 

recited: 

[7] 

tachinuwanu     He who wore  

kinu kishi hito mo    the unsewn robe 

naki mono o     is no longer here; 

nani yamahime no    so why is the mountain goddess 

nuno sarasuramu    still bleaching her cloth? 

裁ち縫はぬ衣着し人もなきものを何山姫の布さらすらむ 

No one else composed any poems after that. 

This time, they were traveling and stopped for the night at a place called Koshibe. 

Thinking back on the evocative scenery she witnessed at the previous temple, she murmured the 

following poem to herself: 

[8] 

mi mo hatezu     Unable to see through to the end 

sora ni kienade    either that scenery or my desire to vanish 

kagiri naku     into the sky without a trace, 

itou uki yo ni     I have now returned 
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mi no kaeri kuru    to this unbearably sorrowful world. 

みも果てず空に消えなで限りなく厭ふ憂き世に身の帰り来る 

and her sleeves were soaking wet with tears. 

In the meantime, she received a message from the imperial consort, saying: “Return 

immediately. I thought I’d have you serve at court. Did I ask you to serve the young gentlemen?” 

She was so embarrassed, she thought she could die. 

Thus she returned to court and resumed her service, only to have the man send her letters 

time and time again, saying that he wanted to see her, but she ignored them all. Just then, the 

man’s elder brother approached her and said: “Do you still think you can count on him, after all 

this time? Dear me, how fatuous. You should have feelings for me instead.” However, she only 

exchanged letters with him and never met face to face. 

Meanwhile, the first man had also gotten wind of what was going on. One day, she was 

back at home and, seeing that the plants in the garden were blooming beautifully, she tied some 

pampas grass together to pass the time. The man happened to see this and composed: 

[9] 

hanasusuki     I was the one who had trusted 

ware koso fukaku    that our union would come to fruition, 

tanomishika     but here you are, being so plainly bound 

ho ni idete hito ni    to someone else, 

musubarenikeru    just like the pampas grass. 

花薄我こそ深く頼みしかほに出でて人に結ばれにける 

He also told her: “There are these things I have heard,” so she responded, saying: “How 

could what you said be happening to someone as insignificant as myself? If I were to be involved 
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with someone anyway, then…” She seemed to be letting her guard down, which made him 

rejoice. However, they still did not meet after that. 

This man’s elder brother asked her: “Why won’t you return to court? Are you retiring to 

home and tormenting yourself over a man’s heartlessness?” He also sent her the following: 

[10] 

hitaburu ni     Do not spend your heart grieving 

omoi na wabiso    for what is not meant to be. 

furusaruru     Indeed, it is the way of life 

hito no kokoro wa    for a man’s heart 

sore zo yo no tsune    to grow weary all too soon. 

ひたぶるに思ひなわびそふるさるる人の心はそれぞ世の常 

Her reply: 

[11] 

yo no tsune no     As I have yet to see for myself 

hito no kokoro o    what you call the man’s heart  

mada mineba     that is the way of life, 

nanika kono tabi    goodness me, this pain is so great, 

kienubeki mono o    I thought I must vanish from this world. 

世の常の人の心をまだ見ねば何かこのたび消えぬべきものを 

This same man messaged her, saying: “As you are so cold to me, I shall be heading to 

Yoshino,” and sent her the following poem: 

[12] 

hitasura ni    If it is possible 
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itoi hatenuru    to completely renounce 

mono naraba    this world, 

Yoshino no yama ni   then I shall seclude myself amidst Mount Yoshino, 

yukue shirareji   such that no one may know my whereabouts. 

ひたすらにいとひはてぬるものならば吉野の山に行くへ知られじ 

Her reply: 

 [13] 

 wa ga yado to    If you were to enter 

 tanomu Yoshino ni   the land of Yoshino, 

 kimi shi iraba    where I entrust with my own dwelling, 

 onaji kazashi o   I shall adorn my head 

 sashi koso wa seme   with the same flowers as you. 

 我が宿と頼む吉野に君し入らば同じ挿頭を挿しをこそせめ 

The man said what he did because he was going to the Yuima ceremony. 

In the meantime, the imperial consort fell ill so everyone gathered around to wait on her. 

The original man sent someone called Kikurabito to pass a message, which said: “Come to your 

chamber,” so she asked the lady to pass a message back, which was in the vein of the old poem 

that started with: “I just want to console my afflicted heart, before all else.” The man thus sent 

her the following: 

 [14] 

 yoi no ma ni    Please make haste 

 haya nagusameyo   and console your heart 

 isonokami    while the night is still young, 
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 furinishi toko mo   for you must also brush away 

 uchiharaubeku   the dirt that’s collected on the long empty bed. 

 宵の間にはや慰めよ石の上ふりにし床もうち払ふべく 

Her reply: 

 [15] 

 watatsu umi to    With all the tears I’ve shed, 

 narinishi toko o   my bed has turned into the ocean; 

 imasara ni    if I were to brush it now, 

 harawaba sode ya   my sleeves would turn into foam 

 awa to kienamu   and vanish into nothingness. 

 わたつ海となりにし床を今さらに払はば袖や泡と消えなむ 

 Everyone was very touched upon hearing it. 

Again, a man she did not care much about harbored deep feelings for her and pursued her 

relentlessly. He would send her many a letter, but as she never replied, he penned the following 

poem: 

[16] 

yamagatsu wa     This mountain peasant spoke, 

iedomo kai mo     but his words were in vain, 

nakarikeri     as if lost in a deep ravine. 

koi koso sora ni    O, love, echo through the sky 

wa ga kotae seyo    and give me an answer! 

山がつは言へどもかひもなかりけり恋こそ空に我が答へせよ 
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As she still did not reply, he pressed her on, saying: “My dear, my dear, even if you 

dislike me, or whatever it is, do tell me,” so she sent him nothing but the following: 

[17] 

ika ni semu     What am I supposed to do? 

ii hanatarezu     I cannot tell you all that is in my mind. 

uki mono wa     The true heartbreak 

mi o kokoro tomo    is that my fate in life 

senu yo narikeri    is one where I cannot follow my heart. 

いかにせむ言ひ放たれず憂きものは身を心ともせぬ世なりけり 

And that was the end of that. 

In the meantime, there was some trouble brewing and someone who held the post of 

Assistant Captain of the Middle Palace Guard was dismissed from office and became the Vice 

Governor of Tajima. “While you were near, I did not think much of it, and that was the extent of 

our acquaintance, but now that you are being sent so far away, it is truly heartbreaking,” she 

wrote. His reply: 

[18] 

kakete ieba  If I were to speak of it, 

namida no kawa no the flow of the River of Tears is so swift that— 

mio hayami  perhaps I was the one to bring this misfortune upon myself— 

kokorozukara ya I will be washed even farther away, 

mata wa nagaremu due to these tears I cry. 

かけて言へば涙の川のみをはやみ心づからやまたはながれむ 
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There was a man who had been courting this woman on and off for many years. As she 

never replied to his missives, he sent her another, saying: “After all these years, why won’t you 

even tell me whether you have so much as seen my letters?”, and he nicknamed her “Miss Seen.” 

Again, the man sent: 

 [19] 

 tachikaeri     Had I not sent you, 

fumiyukazaraba    again and again, letters, 

hamachidori     like footprints on the shore 

ato mitsu to dani    left behind by a plover, 

kimi iwamashi ya    would you have said you’ve seen them? 

立ち返りふみゆかざらば浜千鳥あと見つとだに君言はましや 

Her reply: 

[20] 

toshi henuru     After all these years, 

koto omowazu wa    had I had no feelings for you, 

hamachidori     would I have retained 

fumi tomete dani    and looked at the many footprints 

mibeki mono ka wa    of the plover on the shore? 

年経ぬること思はずは浜千鳥ふみとめてだに見べきものかは 

In the summer, on an extremely hot day, from the same man: 

[21] 

natsu no hi no     Like the bird crying out for water, 

moyuru wa ga mi no    I’m also crying 
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wabishisa ni     out of agony, 

mizukoidori no    for the flame of passion burns me 

ne o nomi zo naku    like the sun on a summer day. 

夏のひの燃ゆる我が身のわびしさにみづこひ鳥の音をのみぞなく 

There was no reply. 

Many approached her and tried to court her, but she never paid them any heed and 

instead devoted all of her efforts to serving at court. The emperor at the time had her serve him in 

close proximity and took pity on her. Just when people were admiring her firm stance toward 

male attention, a little prince was born. The consort she was serving was also appointed the 

empress. She sent the young prince to a place called Katsura, while she herself remained in 

service at court. 

One rainy day, while she was idly thinking about the young prince, the empress caught 

sight of her and recited: 

[22] 

tsuki no uchi ni    Is it because you are longing 

katsura no hito o    for him of the katsura tree 

omou to ya     that grows on the moon 

ame ni namida no    that your tears are joining the rain 

soite fururamu     in falling down? 

月のうちに桂の人を思ふとや雨に涙の添ひて降るらむ 

Her reply: 

[23] 

hisakata no     As the village bears the name 
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naka ni oitaru     of the katsura tree that grows 

sato nareba     on the moon in the heavens, 

hikari o nomi zo    it is your blessing alone 

tanomuberanaru    that he seems to be counting on. 

ひさかたの中に生ひたる里なれば光をのみぞ頼むべらなる 

Two years thus went by after the emperor stepped down, and he decided to take the 

Buddhist vows and reside at Ninnaji Temple. Every now and then, he would come to visit the 

empress. The empress could not help finding it heartbreaking to see him like that.  

One time, the emperor visited his old dwelling place and had a simple meal there—the 

kind enjoyed by people who have renounced this world. He summoned those who used to serve 

him before and invited them to partake of his food as well. The empress sent the following: 

[24] 

kotonoha ni     The unending dew of my tears 

taesenu tsuyu wa    shall gather on 

okuramu ya     our leaves of words 

mukashi oboyuru    as we assemble here, 

matoi shitareba    reminiscing about the past. 

言の葉に絶えせぬ露は置くらむや昔思ゆる円居したれば 

Her reply: 

[25] 

umi to nomi     As it appears, 

matoi no naka wa    our little gathering 

narinumeri     had turned into the ocean, 
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sonagara aranu    for our dear Lord, while still himself, 

kimi ga miyureba    no longer looks like his familiar old self. 

うみとのみ円居の中はなりぬめりそながらあらぬ君が見ゆれば 

The young prince who was born as a result of her time in service to the emperor left this 

world at the mere age of five. No words could describe her anguish, but such is the way of the 

world. There was nothing she could do, no matter how much she lamented, and even though at 

times she wished she herself could cease to exist, things wouldn’t go the way she wanted them 

to. And thus day and night, she yearned for the late prince. Just then, she received the following 

from the man who nicknamed her “Miss Seen”: 

[26] 

omou yori     The thoughts in my heart— 

iu wa oroka ni     if I were to voice them aloud, 

narinureba     so ordinary they’d become. 

tatoete iwan     There are no words I may borrow 

kotonoha zo naki    to express my feelings. 

思ふより言ふはおろかになりぬればたとへて言はむ言の葉ぞなき 

It was impossible for her to deal with things at this time, so she did not reply. 

On the fifth day of the Fifth Month of the next year, she heard the cries of a cuckoo and 

composed: 

[27] 

Shide no yama     O Cuckoo, 

koete kitsuramu    having come all the way 

hototogisu     from beyond the Shide Mountain, 
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koishiki hito no    pray tell me about what’s happened 

ue kataranamu    to him whom I long for. 

死出の山越えて来つらむ郭公恋しき人のうへ語らなむ 

For the moment, she was bitter about her lot in life and simply focused on her service at 

court. 

The empress was a lady of exceptionally elegant temperament. Another person such as 

her could not be found in the whole world. In this person’s living quarter, many plants are 

arranged beautifully. In the autumn, when she was retiring to home, the empress sent her a 

message, saying: “How come you still have not returned? If it takes you any longer, the pine 

crickets at your living quarter shall cease their cries, and the flowers will be past their prime.” 

She thus replied: 

[28] 

matsumushi mo    The pine crickets shall cease 

nakiyaminu naru    their cries of pining—or so I’ve heard— 

aki no no ni     on the autumn fields of dispassion; 

tare yobu tote ka    whose call shall I follow 

hanami ni mo komu    to come view the flowers? 

まつ虫も鳴きやみぬなるあきの野に誰呼ぶとてか花見にも来む 

The august reply: 

[29] 

yobu to shimo     Though you may not be able to hear 

koe wa kikoede    the call of the pine crickets, 

hanasusuki     it appears that you could see 
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shinobi ni maneku    the flowering pampas grass 

sode mo miyu meri    secretly waving their sleeves in invitation. 

呼ぶとしも声は聞こえで花薄しのびに招く袖も見ゆめり 

Again, she responded thus: 

[30] 

hito mo kinu     If I were to let myself be invited 

obana ga sode mo    by the sleeves of flowering pampas grass 

manekareba     that no one cares to wear, 

itodo adanaru     surely that will only worsen 

na o ya tachinamu    my reputation of being unfaithful. 

人も着ぬ尾花が袖も招かればいとどあだなる名をや立ちなむ 

In august reply: 

[31] 

wa ga maneku     Not even realizing 

sode to mo shirade    that it is my own sleeve waving, 

hanasusuki     you have been distressed, 

iro kawaru to zo    thinking that the flowering pampas grass 

omoi wabitsuru    has had a change of heart. 

我が招く袖とも知らで花薄色変はるとぞ思ひわびつる 

Written at the very end of a collection of poems put together in response to a royal order 

for poems to be presented: 

[32] 

yamagawa no     The imperial court is like a river 
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oto ni nomi kiku    flowing deep among the mountains: 

momoshiki o     I’m only hearing rumors of it now; 

mio hayanagara    would that I had a way 

miru yoshi mogana    to look at it while I was young, as back then. 

山川の音にのみ聞く百敷をみをはやながら見るよしもがな 

There was someone she had a secret relationship with, but eventually, people started 

gossiping about it so much that the man put a jewel inside his cap box, and the woman composed 

the following poem and tied it to the box: 

[33] 

takitsu se to     News of us has reached far and wide, 

na no nagarureba    like the sound of a swift current; 

tama no o no     I cannot help comparing it 

ai mishi hodo o    to the short time we had together— 

kurabetsuru kana    as short as a mere string of jewels. 

たきつ瀬と名の流るれば玉の緒の逢ひ見しほどをくらべつるかな 

During the time when the current empress was referred to as “The Venerated Mother of 

the Crown Prince,” she presented me with some topics and had me compose poems for a screen.  

There was a painting that depicted a man who rendezvoused with a woman and attempted 

to woo her time and time again. The woman was someone he met by chance on an excursion to 

see the plum blossoms. He sent her: 

[34] 

mishi hito ni     Not a single day goes by 

mata mo ya au to    where I do not return 
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mume no hana     to that spot where the plum blossomed, 

sakishi atari ni    cherishing the hope that I may reencounter 

yukanu hi zo naki    the lady I so briefly saw. 

見し人にまたもや逢ふと梅の花咲きしあたりに行かぬ日ぞなき 

Her reply: 

[35] 

hitotabi ni     Once is all it takes 

korinishi mume no    for me to learn my lesson 

hana nareba     from viewing the plum blossoms. 

chirinu to kikedo    I’ve heard they are about to scatter, 

mata mo minaku ni    but I shall not be going to see them. 

一度にこりにし梅の花なれば散りぬと聞けどまたも見なくに 

As the cherry blossoms were in full bloom, the same man sent: 

[36] 

wa ga yado ni     O cherry blossoms, 

iza sasowareyo    may you come visit me 

sakurabana     at my humble dwelling. 

nani yamazato ni    Why would you hide yourself 

kakurete ka saku    and bloom in a mountain village? 

我が宿にいざ誘はれよ桜花なに山里に隠れてか咲く 

Her reply: 

[37] 

yo ni sakanu     O cherry blossoms, 
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mono ni ariseba    had they never opened  

sakurabana     their petals, then alas, 

hito ni amaneku    you would not have announced 

tsugezaramashi o    their presence to the whole world. 

世に咲かぬものにありせば桜花人にあまねく告げざらましを 

The man came to the woman’s place just as the wisterias were in bloom. He had a stolen 

glimpse of her and sent her the following: 

[38] 

fuji no hana     Ever since I had a glimpse 

kyō mitsuru yori    of the wisteria blossoms today, 

murasaki mo     the purple has turned 

murago to iro zo    a deeper shade of spotted colors, 

fukaku narinuru    just like my feelings for you. 

藤の花今日見つるより紫も斑濃と色ぞ深くなりぬる 

When this man came and stood outside the woman’s gate, a cuckoo sang among the 

orange blossoms. Hearing its voice, the man composed the following and sent it inside: 

[39] 

to ni tateru     Is it sympathizing with me, 

ware ya kanashiki    who has to stand outside? 

hototogisu     The cuckoo is singing 

hanatachibana no    while perched on a branch 

eda ni ite naku     of the orange blossoms. 

外に立てる我やかなしき郭公花橘の枝に居て鳴く 
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Her reply: 

[40] 

nanika tomo     I don’t think the cuckoo 

kimi o ba shiraji    knows about you and your circumstances, 

hototogisu     for isn’t it the bird’s nature 

kinagara naku wa    to arrive on a tree branch 

saga ni ya wa aranu    and sing while perching there? 

なにかとも君をば知らじ郭公きながら鳴くはさがにやはあらぬ 

When the woman was at a summer purification ceremony, the man happened to find her 

there: 

[41] 

toshinaka ni     It is the middle of the year— 

wa ga nagekido no    half a year has passed 

narinureba     since my laments began. 

misogu tomo yo ni    Even if I were to purify myself, 

useji to zo omou    I don’t think my misery will go away. 

年中に我が嘆きどのなりぬれば禊ぐともよに失せじとぞ思ふ 

Her reply: 

[42] 

nagekido o     The paper streamers 

nabete harauru     that are supposed to cleanse you 

ōnusa wa     of all of your misery 

hayakawa no se ni    seem to have been washed away 
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nagare idenu meri    by the rapid river current. 

嘆きどをなべて祓ふる大幣ははや川の瀬に流れ出でぬめり 

On the seventh day of the Seventh Month: 

[43] 

asa madaki     Would that I could compare 

idete hikuramu    my feelings for you 

kesa no o ni     to the length of the strings 

kokoro nagasa o    you will be hanging outside your gate 

kurabete shigana    early this morning. 

朝まだき出でて引くらむ今朝の緒に心長さを比べてしがな 

Her reply: 

[44] 

tanabata no     Even if you were to compare 

hosoki o o shite    the strength of your love 

kurabu tomo     with the slender strings of Tanabata, 

kokoro no kata ya    the string of your heart 

mazu wa taesemu    would likely break first. 

たなばたの細き緒をして比ぶとも心の方やまづは絶えせむ 

Hearing that the woman was heading to see some flowers on an autumn field, the man 

sent: 

[45] 

aki no no ni     If you were heading out 

idenu to naraba    for an autumn field, 
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hanasusuki     O flowering pampas grass, 

shinobi ni ware o    why won’t you secretly 

maneki ya wa senu    invite me over? 

秋の野に出でぬとならば花薄忍びに我を招きやはせぬ 

Her reply: 

[46] 

izukata ni     If the flowering pampas grass 

ari to kikaba ka    had heard of  

hanasusuki     his whereabouts, 

hakanaki sora o    why would it stand there and beckon 

maneki tateramu    to the empty sky? 

いづ方にありと聞かばか花薄はかなき空を招き立てらむ 

On an occasion when the man came by and desperately declared his love for her, the late 

autumn rain started falling, so he composed: 

[47] 

watatsu umi no    I dare not hope 

soko ni fukaku wa    you would let me venture in as far 

irezu tomo     as the bottom of the ocean, 

shigure ni dani mo    but how I wish you would at least 

nurasazaranamu    give me shelter from this pelting rain. 

わたつ海の底に深くは入れずとも時雨にだにも濡らさざらなむ 

As the man was coming on strongly with his grievances, the woman invited him inside 

the veranda and received him there. 
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[48] 

furitogenu     During the brief moment 

shigure bakari ni    that the rain falls, 

yamabiko no     we listen to each other, 

koe o katami ni    with your voice reverberating 

kikikawasu kana    like the mountain echo. 

降り遂げぬ時雨ばかりに山彦の声をかたみに聞き交はすかな 

During the last month of the year, the man came by. Things had almost progressed to the 

point where they would meet face to face, but the woman’s parents came to hear about the affair 

and put a stop to it, so the woman came out and composed the following: 

[49] 

yoru koyu to     Who was it that informed the guard 

tareka tsugekemu    you would cross over tonight? 

Ausaka no     It looks like the barrier has been reinforced 

seki katamu meri    on the lovers’ Meeting Hill. 

hayaku kaerine    Pray leave immediately. 

夜越ゆと誰か告げけむ逢坂の関固むめり早く帰りね 

Whereupon it started snowing, [thus the man composed]: 

[50] 

kaeru sa no     There is no possible way 

michi yukubeku mo    for me to find 

omōezu     the way back— 

kōrite yuki no     the road is frozen over, 
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furi shi masareba    and the snow is falling even more heavily. 

帰るさの道行くべくも思ほえず凍りて雪の降りし増されば 

While he was saying all this, the night broke into day, so the man further composed: 

[51] 

au koto no     The night had ended 

awanu yonagara    before we had a chance 

akenureba     to see each other— 

ware koso kaere    my physical self may be going back, 

kokoro ya wa yuku    but would my heart follow?  

逢ふことの逢はぬ夜ながら明けぬれば我こそ帰れ心やは行く 

The Teiji Emperor had screen paintings made of the “Song of Everlasting Sorrow” and 

had poems composed for certain sections of the paintings. 

In the role of the Emperor: 

[52] 

momijiba ni     The things that fall 

iro miewakazu     and are indistinguishable in color 

chiru mono wa    from the autumn leaves 

mono omou aki no    are the tears I shed 

namida narikeri    during my autumn reveries. 

もみぢ葉に色見え分かず散るものは物思ふ秋の涙なりけり 

[53] 

kaku bakari     Would that I could wrap up 

otsuru namida no     all the many tears 
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tsutsumareba     I have shed 

kumo no tayori ni    and have the Holy Priest traverse the clouds 

misemashi mono o    and show them to you. 

かくばかり落つる涙のつつまれば雲のたよりに見せましものを 

[54] 

kaerikite     Returning to the capital, 

kimi omōyuru     I look at the lotus flowers 

hachisuba ni     and am reminded of you. 

namida no tama to    The dews on their leaves  

okiite zo miru     are like the tears I shed on sleepless nights. 

帰り来て君思ほゆる蓮葉に涙の玉とおき居てぞ見る 

[55] 

tamasudare    In the past, we’d seclude ourselves 

akuru mo shirade   behind the jeweled blinds, 

neshi mono o    not even knowing when night turned into day; 

yume ni mo miji to   never would I have dreamed 

yume omoiki ya   that I can no longer see you, even in dreams. 

玉簾あくるも知らで寝しものを夢にも見じとゆめ思ひきや 

[56] 

kurenai ni    Left unattended, 

harawanu niwa wa   the courtyard has been taken over 

narinikeri    by shades of crimson. 

kanashiki koto no   The only thing piling up 
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ha nomi tsumorite   is leaves of words produced from my sorrow. 

くれなゐに払はぬ庭はなりにけり哀しきことの葉のみ積もりて 

The following poems are in the role of the Empress: 

[57] 

shirube suru     Had there been no boat of cloud 

kumo no fune dani    to point the way, 

nakariseba     would anyone have known 

yo o uminaka ni    I am here in the water world, 

tareka shiramashi    weary of the sad turn our fate has taken?  

しるべする雲の舟だになかりせば世をうみなかに誰か知らまし 

[58] 

tsuki mo hi mo     Just like when I was still alive, 

nanuka no yoi no    even now, I still cannot forget 

chigiri o ba     the vow we exchanged  

kienu hodo ni mo    on that night of seven— 

mada zo wasurenu    the seventh day of the Seventh Month. 

月も日も七日の宵の契りをば消えぬほどにもまだぞ忘れぬ 

[59] 

kieshi mi ni     I am no longer in this world, 

mata mo kenubeshi    yet the pain is still as fresh— 

harugasumi     when I look in the direction 

kasumeru kata o    of the hazy spring mist 

miyako to omoeba    and recall that’s the capital where you are. 
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消えし身にまたも消ぬべし春霞かすめるかたを都と思へば 

[60] 

ki ni mo oizu     Neither as two entwined branches of a tree 

hane mo narabede    nor as two birds flying wingtip to wingtip 

nani shi kamo     could we become, 

namiji hedatete    yet why was it that you also heard about me, 

kimi mo kikuramu    even when the waves separate us? 

木にも生ず羽もならべでなにしかも波路隔てて君も聞くらむ 

[61] 

iru kumo no     If only the clouds 

hito waki mo senu    were not lingering here 

mono naraba     to separate the two of us, 

namida wa mio to    my tears would not be flowing 

nagarezaramashi    as copiously as a river. 

居る雲の人分きもせぬものならば涙は水脈とながれざらまし 

On the screen paintings that the Kiyotsura Minister of Civil Affairs commissioned for the 

occasion of the fortieth birthday of the Gojō Principal Handmaid. 

A scene of people picking young herbs: 

[62] 

haru no no ni     Young herbs in the spring field, 

wakana naranedo    I am not, 

kimi ga tame     but for you, I hope to pick 

toshi no kazu o mo    many an auspicious leaf 
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tsumamu to zo omou    and accumulate just as many years to come. 

春の野に若菜ならねど君がため年の数をもつまむとぞ思ふ 

A scene of people digging up bamboo shoots near bamboo trees standing next to some 

plum blossoms: 

[63] 

take no ha ni    May the plum blossoms 

chirikakaranamu   fall onto the bamboo leaves, 

mume no hana    so that it would look like 

yuki no naka no mo   the young shoots are swelling, even in the snow— 

haru to miyu beku   spring is here, indeed. 

竹の葉に散りかからなむ梅の花雪の中のもはると見ゆべく 

On a riverside with cherry blossoms: 

[64] 

minazoko ni    When I see the reflection 

utsuru sakura no   of the cherry blossoms 

kage mireba    on the bottom of the water, 

kono kawatsura zo   I find myself having a hard time 

tachiukarikeru    leaving this riverside. 

水底にうつる桜の影見ればこの川つらぞ立ち憂かりける 

Wisteria flowers are blooming at a house near the sea: 

[65] 

wa ga yado no    O wisteria blossoms 

kage to mo tanomu   of my dwelling, 
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fuji no hana    whose shade I greatly rely on— 

uchiyoriku tomo   do not let yourselves be snapped off 

nami ni oraruna   by the waves washing ashore. 

我が宿の蔭とも頼む藤の花うち寄り来とも波に折らるな 

A house with a stone well: 

[66] 

waku ga goto    The water gushing out 

me ni wa miyuredo   is so vigorous, it seems as if boiling, 

wa ga yado no    but the water from the stone well 

ishii no mizu wa   of my dwelling 

nurumazarikeri   is never lukewarm. 

わくがごと目には見ゆれど我が宿の石井の水はぬるまざりけり 

There is someone standing under a waterfall: 

[67] 

minakami to    “Head of the waters” 

mube mo iikeri   is indeed a good name for it: 

kumoi yori    the waterfall seems as if 

ochikuru goto mo   it is falling down 

miyuru taki kana   from somewhere above the clouds. 

水上とむべも言ひけり雲居より落ちくるごとも見ゆる滝かな 

A scene with cranes standing around: 

[68] 

harukanaru    Far away, 
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hodo ni tachimau   the cranes are entertaining themselves 

ashitazu o    among the reeds; 

wa ga mae chikaku   would that the waves could bring them 

nami wa yosenamu   closer to where I am. 

遥かなるほどに立ち舞ふ葦鶴を我が前近く波は寄せなむ 

A scene of a group of cranes frolicking among the clouds: 

[69] 

ōzora ni    The flock of cranes 

muretaru tazu no   in the great sky 

sashinagara    are flying toward their destination, 

omou kokoro no   as if in celebration 

arige naru kana   of your good health. 

大空に群れたる鶴のさしながら思ふ心のありげなるかな 

A diver cutting seaweed: 

[70] 

kokoro shite    Ever so carefully, 

tamamo wa karedo   they cut the jeweled seaweed, 

sode goto ni    but there is no light 

hikari mienu wa   shining forth from their sleeves, 

ama ni zarikeru   for they are merely divers. 

心して玉藻は刈れど袖ごとに光見えぬは海人にざりける 

A scene with tips of pine branches submerged in the sea water: 

[71] 
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umi ni nomi    Such a dark green color 

hitareru matsu no   on the pine branches 

fukamidori    that are soaked completely in the sea— 

iku shio to kawa   who could possibly know 

shirubekarikeru   how many tides have washed them over? 

海にのみ浸れる松の深緑いくしほとかは知るべかりける 

A boat being rowed out into the sea: 

[72] 

harubaru to    Aiming for somewhere far away 

kumoi o sashite   high above the clouds, 

kogu fune no    the boat is rowing, 

yukusaki tōki    its destination 

kokochi koso sure   seems very distant, indeed. 

はるばると雲居をさして漕ぐ舟の行く先遠き心地こそすれ 

Smoke rising from a diver’s house: 

[73] 

sode nurete    Is it because the sleeves are wet 

ama no taku hi wa   that the diver’s fire 

moenebaya    does not quite burn? 

kumo to keburi no   The smoke is rising up high, 

tachinoboruramu   almost indistinguishable from the clouds. 

袖濡れて海人の焚く火は燃えねばや雲と煙の立ち上るらむ 
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Screen poems commissioned by the Kyōgoku Lady for the sixtieth birthday celebration 

of the Teiji Emperor. 

In a scene of people enjoying themselves during the First Day of the Rat celebration, 

there are drawings of tiny pine shoots, thus [I composed]: 

[74] 

futaba yori    Ever since it first sprouted, 

toshi sadamareru   the pine has already been promised 

matsu nareba    a thousand years to come— 

hisashiki mono to   who could possibly not see it 

tareka mizaran   as something long-lasting? 

双葉より年定まれる松なれば久しきものと誰か見ざらん 

A scene of wisteria draping on pine branches: 

[75] 

tanomitsutsu    The pine is said to have 

kakareru fuji wa   a long life of a thousand years, 

matsu no ki no    but even that does not seem enough 

chiyo chō koto mo   for the wisteria 

akazu zo arikeru   that drapes on and entrusts itself to the pine. 

頼みつつかかれる藤は松の木の千代てふことも飽かずぞありける 

A scene with a lot of bamboos: 

[76] 

toshigoto ni    As each year goes by, 

oisou take no    the bamboo grows more in number 
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yoyo o hete    but its color remains unchanged, 

kawaranu iro o   despite the many ages that pass— 

tare to ka wa mimu   who else could I compare it to, but for you? 

年ごとに生ひ添ふ竹のよよを経て変はらぬ色を誰とかは見む 

Screen poems composed as a gift for the Principal Handmaid on the occasion of the Kita 

Princess’s Coming-of-Age ceremony. The following is the entirety of my submissions for the 

occasion. 

[77] 

inishie no   Like the water that has been flowing 

kokoro mo taezu  since time immemorial, 

yuku mizu ni   I have also been waiting steadfastly, 

wa ga matsu kage mo  and today, the sight of you is finally reflected 

kyō koso wa mire  on the water, along with the shadow of the auspicious pine. 

いにしへの心も絶えず行く水に我がまつ影も今日こそは見れ 

A scene of someone picking up floating weed from a boat: 

[78] 

ne o taete    Without any roots, 

mizu ni tomareru   the floating weed 

ukikusa wa    stays still in the water, 

ike no fukasa o   all thanks to the great depth 

tanomu narikeri   of the pond. 

根を絶えて水にとまれる浮き草は池の深さを頼むなりけり 

A scene of people picking maidenflowers: 
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[79] 

ominaeshi    Simply looking 

miru ni kokoro wa   at the maidenflower 

nagusamade    does nothing to console my heart; 

itodo mukashi no   I yearn even more 

aki zo koishiki    for that autumn of long ago. 

女郎花見るに心は慰までいとど昔の秋ぞ恋しき 

Someone who was hunting approached a house in the countryside where there are fields 

and such: 

[80] 

kari ni ku to    You told me you would come to hunt 

iu ni kokoro no   only for a short while, and so I saw 

mienureba    through your fickle heart. 

wa ga tamoto ni wa   I will not let you get close to me 

yoseji to zo omou   in my house among the fields. 

かりに来と言ふに心の見えぬれば我がたもとには寄せじとぞ思ふ 

[81] 

toshi goto ni    Year after year, 

kami o zo inoru   we pray to the gods, 

sakakiba no    hoping that we can continue unchanged, 

iro mo kawarade   like the color of the sakaki leaves 

oran to omoeba   that we pick to adorn our hair. 

年ごとに神をぞ祈る榊葉の色も変はらでをらんと思へば 
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Screen paintings for the fiftieth birthday of the empress. On the occasion of the 

celebration that the emperor held for her: 

[82] 

misogitsutsu    As I purified myself, 

omou koto o zo   I prayed 

inoritsuru    for what’s in my heart: 

yaoyorozuyo no   may the grace of the myriad gods 

kami no manimani   bless you with a myriad of years to come. 

禊ぎつつ思ふことをぞ祈りつる八百万代の神のまにまに 

A scene of someone putting water in a basin and watching the reflection of the stars on 

the seventh day of the Seventh Month: 

[83] 

mezurashiku    On the seventh day of the Seventh Month, 

au tanabata wa   when the two stars have a rare chance to meet, 

yosobito mo    even outsiders 

kage mimahoshiki   cannot help but wish 

mono ni zarikeru   to see their reflections. 

めづらしく逢ふ七夕はよそ人も影見まほしきものにざりける 

Cranes perching on the tips of pine branches: 

[84] 

arawa naru    The cranes living 

kata ni shimo sumu   on the marsh 

ashitazu wa    with unobstructed view 
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chiyo mimu koto no   must be determined to bear witness 

kokoro narubeshi   to thousands of years to come. 

あらはなるかたにしも住む葦鶴は千代見むことの心なるべし 

This is for the same empress’s birthday celebration, commissioned by the Chancellor of 

the Realm. 

A scene of someone looking at the pine trees at Suminoe: 

[85] 

Suminoe no    The crane stepping 

hama no masago o   on the sand at the shore 

fumu tsuru wa    of Suminoe 

hisashiki ato o    is leaving footprints that shall last 

tomurunarikeri   a long time to come. 

住の江の浜の真砂を踏む鶴は久しき跡をとむるなりけり 

A scene of a house with autumn leaves, where people are drinking during a feast: 

[86] 

matoi suru    The autumn leaves 

mi ni chirikakaru   falling on those of us 

momojiba wa    gathering here 

kaze no kazukuru   are in fact a brocade 

nishiki narikeri   that the wind is draping over us. 

円居する身に散りかかるもみぢ葉は風のかづくる錦なりけり 

On the celebration of the seventieth birthday of Retired Emperor Yōzei, the comb box 

was adorned with images of the crane, turtle, and chrysanthemums. 
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[87] 

tsuyu kakaru     The crane amidst 

kiku no naka naru    the dew-laden 

ashitazu wa     chrysanthemums— 

ima ikutabi no     how many millenniums will it continue 

chiyo kazouran    keeping count of the passing years? 

露かかる菊の中なる葦鶴は今幾たびの千代数ふらん 

From the garden contest held by Prince Shikibu-kyō. 

Topic: Herb-of-Grace 

[88] 

kusa no kō     Oh, how the grass 

iro kawarinuru    has changed its color thus; 

shiratsuyu wa     surely the silver dewdrop 

kokoro okitemo    must take care lest it overburden 

omoubeki kana    the slender blades of green. 

草のかう色変はりぬる白露は心おきても思ふべきかな 

Topic: Autumn bellflower 

[89] 

kaze samumi     As the wind has turned cold— 

naku naru kari no    made more chilly by the sound 

koe ni yori     of the crying geese, 

utamu koromo o    perhaps I shall borrow one of those robes 

mazu ya karamashi    pounded on the fulling blocks. 
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風寒み鳴くなる雁の声により打たむ衣をまづや借らまし 

[90] 

ume no hana     O plum blossoms, 

ka ni dani nioe     send forth your fragrance, if nothing else, 

haru tachite     for spring has arrived, 

furu awayuki ni    and your color is lost 

iro magau meri    amidst the light snow falling. 

梅の花香にだに匂へ春立ちて降る淡雪に色紛ふめり 

[91] 

furusato wa     Perhaps thinking there is no one 

tare kikame to ya    to hear it in this old village, 

uguisu no     the bush warbler is announcing  

hana yori nochi ni    the arrival of spring 

haru o tsuguramu    after the flowers have bloomed. 

故里は誰聞かめとや鶯の花より後に春を告ぐらむ 

On the occasion when the Teiji Emperor visited Yukiyoshi’s residence in Ono to admire 

the plum blossoms. 

[92] 

omoiidete     Had he not remembered 

mi ni kozariseba    to come and see the flowers, 

mume no hana     to whom would the plum blossoms 

tare ni nioi no     transfer their beautiful fragrance 

ka o utsusamashi    to the sleeves of his robe? 
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思ひ出でて見に来ざりせば梅の花誰に匂ひの香を移さまし 

[93] 

seki koyuru     Though there is no barrier 

michi to wa nashi ni    on the path it traverses, 

chikanagara     even when it is so near, 

toshi ni sawarite    spring is not visible to the eyes, 

haru o minu kana    for the old year still stands in the way. 

関越ゆる道とはなしに近ながら年に障りて春を見ぬかな 

Sent to His/Her Highness: 

[94] 

sakurabana     I wish it were 

ada ni chirasanu    also up to my heart 

koto o dani     to will the cherry blossoms 

wa ga kokoro ni mo    to not scatter 

makasete shigana    in vain. 

桜花あだに散らさぬことをだに我が心にもまかせてしがな 

A screen poem. 

Accompanying a painting of people hurrying toward the mountains to see the blossoms. 

[95] 

chiri chirazu     I want to ask whether the blossoms 

kikamahoshiki o    have all scattered. Or have they not? 

furusato no     Wish that I could come across 

hana mite kaeru    those on their way back from seeing 
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hito mo awanamu    the flowers in the old capital. 

散り散らず聞かまほしきを故里の花見て帰る人も逢はなむ 

[96] 

utsurowamu     Regretful as it is 

koto dani oshiki    that the colors are bound to fade, 

akihagi ni     even more grievous still 

orenu bakari mo    is the dew on the autumn clovers, 

okeru tsuyu kana    weighing down to the breaking point. 

移ろはむことだに惜しき秋萩に折れぬばかりも置ける露かな 

The Teiji Emperor travelled to the Kyōgoku villa and held a flower viewing banquet 

there, whereupon he summoned me. Upon coming to see the blossoms and noting the flowers 

falling upon the pond, I penned the following verse: 

[97] 

toshi goto ni     Is it because the flowers 

hana no kagami to    reflected on the water surface 

naru mizu wa     like a mirror, as each year comes, 

chirikakaru o ya    scatter like fine speckles of dust, 

kumoru to iuramu    that the water is clouded, they say? 

年ごとに花の鏡となる水はちりかかるをや曇ると言ふらむ 

[98] 

haru goto ni     Shall my sleeves get soaked 

nagaruru mizu o    as I try picking the blossoms 

hana to mite     I seem to see in the cresting waves 
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orarenu nami ni    of the flowing water 

sode ya nururamu    as each spring comes? 

春ごとに流るる水を花と見て折られぬ波に袖や濡るらむ 

On the next day: 

[99]  

kyō made wa     Up until today, it has been, 

nagareidenu o     and no longer shall they come floating; 

minakami no     have the flowers 

hana wa kinō ya    over at the headwaters 

chirihatenikemu    completely scattered yesterday? 

今日までは流れ出でぬを水上の花は昨日や散り果てにけむ 

In reply, Suenawa: 

[100] 

sakurabana     Such are cherry blossoms— 

hitosakari naru    they are at their peak 

mono nareba     but for a short moment; 

nagarete miezu    surely they have floated away 

naru ni zarubeki    and can be seen no more. 

桜花一盛りなるものなれば流れて見えずなるにざるべき 

During the Poetry Contest at the Teiji Villa: 

[101] 

aoyagi no     Drops of spring rain 

eda ni kakareru    caught on the branches 
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harusame o     of the green willows 

ito mote nukeru    look just like little jewels 

tama ka to zo miru    strung on a string of beads. 

青柳の枝にかかれる春雨を糸もて貫ける玉かとぞ見る 

[102] 

asamidori     Will the spring wind 

somete midareru    help unravel 

aoyagi no     the tangled threads 

ito o ba haru no    of the willows, 

kaze ya tokuramu    dyed a tender green? 

浅緑染めて乱れる青柳の糸をば春の風や解くらむ 

[103] 

mizu no omo ni    Weaving myriad complex patterns 

aya orimidaru     on the water surface, 

harusame ya     is the spring rain 

yama no midori o    dyeing all the greens 

nabete somuramu    on the mountains? 

水の面に綾織り乱る春雨や山の緑をなべて染むらむ 

[104] 

miru hito mo     O cherry blossoms 

naki yamazato no    at a mountain village 

sakurabana     where there is no one to admire you: 

hoka no chirinamu    would that you had bloomed 
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nochi zo sakamashi    after others have scattered elsewhere. 

見る人もなき山里の桜花ほかの散りなむ後ぞ咲かまし 

[105] 

au koto no     Ever since you put a stop 

kimi ni taenishi    to our encounters, 

wa ga mi yori     I wonder just how many tears 

ikuso no namida    have fallen unbidden 

nagareizuramu    from my wretched self. 

逢ふことの君に絶えにし我が身よりいくその涙ながれ出づらむ 

During the Kasuga Poetry Contest: 

[106] 

yamazakura     If the mountain cherry blossoms 

chirite miyuki ni    have scattered and blended into one 

magainaba     with the snow on this royal expedition, 

izure ka hana to    I would like to ask spring 

haru ni towanamu    to show me which are the flowers. 

山桜散りてみゆきに紛ひなばいづれか花と春に問はなむ 

[107] 

nuretsutsumo     I shall brave the rain 

ame ni wa yukamu    even if it were to soak me; 

matsukasa wa     so long as the cone of the pine, 

chitose no haru o    like a steadfast umbrella, 

morasazaranamu    shields you for thousands of springs more. 
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濡れつつも雨には行かむ松かさは千歳の春を漏らさざらなむ 

[108] 

yaotome no     Like the ceremonial robes 

omi no koromo o    of young shrine maidens, 

kinagara ni     still stiff after few uses, 

narenu hodo o ba    who would long for you 

tareka shinobamu    when we’ve barely known each other? 

八少女の小忌の衣をきながらになれぬほどをば誰か偲ばむ 

[109] 

misomezu wa     If only I had never 

aramashi mono o    laid my eyes upon thee— 

furusato no     the blossoms blooming 

hana ni kokoro no    in the old capital 

utsurinuru kana    have fairly captured my heart. 

見初めずはあらましものを故里の花に心の移りぬるかな 

Sent to His/Her Highness: 

[110] 

morotomo ni     Recalling to mind the past 

orishi mukashi o    where we’d break off the branches 

omoiidete     together—you and me, 

hana miru goto ni    I couldn’t help weeping aloud 

ne zo nakarekeru    each time I looked at the flowers. 

もろともにをりし昔を思ひ出でて花見るごとに音ぞ泣かれける 
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At Karasaki: 

[111] 

nami no hana     Waves of flowers 

oki kara saki ni    can be seen coming in 

mietsuru wa     from the open sea: 

mizu no haru to mo    it seems that the winds 

kaze zo narikeru    have brought spring to the waters. 

波の花沖からさきに見えつるは水の春とも風ぞなりける 

At a house where the flowers came falling: 

[112] 

oikaze no     Had a tailwind 

wa ga yado ni dani    not blown the blossoms 

fuki kozu wa     over to my house, 

inagara sora no     would I have been able to see 

hana o mimashi ya    a flower-filled sky while still inside? 

追風の我が宿にだに吹き来ずは居ながら空の花を見ましや 

While losing myself in reverie during spring: 

[113] 

sakurabana     Why is it that when spring comes, 

niou to mo naku    there are no cherry blossoms 

haru kureba     beautifully blooming 

nado ka nageki no    but only my laments, 

shigeri nomi masu    growing abundant like vernal leaves? 
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桜花匂ふともなく春来ればなどかなげきの繁りのみ増す 

[114] 

shiratama o     Is it because in spring, 

tsutsumu sode nomi    my tears flow freely, unfrozen, 

nakaruru wa     that the sleeves where I conceal 

haru wa namida no    those pearly drops of tears 

saenu narubeshi    are soaked through and through? 

白玉を包む袖のみなかるるは春は涙のさえぬなるべし 

To His/Her Highness on the first day of the Fourth Month: 

[115] 

izuko made     I wonder just how far away 

haru wa inuramu    spring has gone from us. 

kurehatete     The sun has set, 

wakareshi hodo wa    and by the time the season departed, 

yoru ni nariniki    it has completely turned into night. 

いづこまで春は去ぬらむ暮れ果てて別れしほどは夜になりにき 

[116] 

kurehatete     The sun has set, 

haru no wakare no    and it has not been long 

chikakereba     since spring departed. 

ikura no hodo mo    Surely it could not have gone 

yukaji to zo omou    very far away from us. 

暮れ果てて春の別れの近ければいくらのほども行かじとぞ思ふ 
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After dreaming of someone I have forgotten about: 

[117] 

haru no yo no     I saw him again 

yume ni au to shi    in the dream of a brief spring night; 

mietsuru wa     I thought I’d stopped 

omoi taenishi     thinking about him, 

hito o matsu kana    but it looks like I’m still waiting. 

春の夜の夢に逢ふとし見えつるは思ひ絶えにし人を待つかな 

As cherry blossoms were falling: 

[118] 

kaze sae mo     O cherry blossoms— 

motesawagu kana    even the winds 

sakurabana     seem so taken with you. 

kokoro to dani mo    If only I could keep spring 

haru ni makaseji    from carrying out its selfish whims. 

風さへももて騒ぐかな桜花心とだにも春にまかせじ 

Upon hearing the cry of a cuckoo late at night: 

[119] 

futakoe to     Never could one hear 

kiku to wa nashi ni    your cry for a second time, O Cuckoo; 

hototogisu     and yet, here I am, 

yofukaku me o mo    completely roused from my sleep 

samashitsuru kana    when the night is still afoot. 
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二声と聞くとはなしに郭公夜深く目をも覚ましつるかな 

As the carnations are blooming beautifully, the following poem was composed to 

accompany the flowers sent as a gift to the neighbor: 

[120] 

izukonimo     Though they do bloom 

saki wa suramedo    everywhere, 

wa ga yado no     to whom shall I present 

yamato nadeshiko    the beautiful carnations in my garden— 

tare ni misemashi    to whom, indeed, but you? 

いづこにも咲きはすらめど我が宿の大和撫子誰に見せまし 

[121] 

hitori nomi     Behold the carnations, 

nuru tokonatsu no    so beautifully laden with dews— 

tsuyukeki wa     it must be my tears, 

namida ni sae ya    falling unbidden on lonely nights, 

iro wa souramu    that lent the flowers their brilliant color. 

一人のみ寝るとこなつの露けきは涙にさへや色は添ふらむ 

On a painting of a religious ceremony being carried out: 

[122] 

kimi o dani     As soon as I have made 

inori okite wa     my prayers for you, my Lord, 

uchimurete     I shall return with everyone, 

tachikaerinamu    like the waves of the Kamo river, 
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Kamo no kawanami    ever returning to the shore. 

君をだに祈りおきてはうち群れてたちかへりなむ賀茂の川波 

Sent from someone who has been courting me for many years: 

[123] 

tanometsutsu     Many are your promises, 

awade toshi furu    yet years went by without an encounter. 

itsuwari ni     Wish that you would know 

korinu kokoro o    how my foolish heart continues 

hito wa shiranamu    to trust such falsehood. 

頼めつつ逢はで年経るいつはりに懲りぬ心を人は知らなむ 

In reply: 

[124] 

natsumushi no     Is there anyone who sees not 

shiru shiru madou    that foolish heart of yours? 

omoi o ba     Like the summer bugs, 

korinu aware to    it willingly surrenders itself 

tareka mizaramu    to the flame of passion. 

夏虫の知る知る惑ふ思ひをば懲りぬあはれと誰か見ざらむ 

When the esteemed wife of the Harukami Chancellor passed by my gate, she only sent 

words of greeting without coming in herself. As it was a bright moonlit night, I sent: 

[125] 

kumoi nite     Even the moon, so high above the clouds 

aikatarawanu     and not someone I’ve had a chance 
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tsuki dani o     to meet and converse with, 

wa ga yado sugite    has never passed by my house 

yuku yoi wa nashi    without coming inside for a single night. 

雲居にてあひ語らはぬ月だにを我が宿過ぎて行く宵はなし 

Composed during a time of much reverie: 

[126] 

wabihatsuru     Even when I thought 

toki sae monono    I’ve exhausted my grief, 

kurushiki wa     why does it still pain me thus? 

izuko o shinobu    For whom are these tears of longing 

namida naruramu    falling unbidden from my eyes? 

侘びはつる時さへものの苦しきはいづこを偲ぶ涙なるらむ 

Around the same period: 

[127] 

shigarami ni     Though I tried to bind my sleeves 

sode o karamedo    into a dampening weir, 

sekitomezu     unable was I to stop 

koboruru mono wa    my bitterest tears 

namida narikeri    from overflowing. 

柵に袖をからめど堰き止めずこぼるるものは涙なりけり 

[128] 

hito shirezu    It is said that the passing shower that falls 

mono omou toki no   during one’s secret reverie, 
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murasame wa    unbeknownst to anyone, 

mi yori su chou wa   is something one conjures oneself; 

makoto narikeri   I see now how right that is. 

人知れず物思ふ時の村雨は身よりすてふはまことなりけり 

[129] 

natsumushi no     O summer bugs, 

omoi ni irite     why do you throw yourselves 

nazo mo kaku     into the flame of passion, 

wa ga kokoro kara    letting it consume you 

moemu to wa suru    of your own accord? 

夏虫の思ひに入りてなぞもかく我が心から燃えむとはする 

At the Suzaku villa, when someone accidentally killed a crane, the remaining crane cried 

out for the lost one, seemingly in great pain. On a day when it was raining heavily, I composed 

the following: 

[130] 

naku koe ni     I don’t suppose the tears 

soite namida wa    can accompany that plaintive cry 

noboranedo     all the way to the sky, 

kumo no ue yori    and yet here it is, falling as the rain 

ame to furu kana    from somewhere above the clouds. 

鳴く声に添いて涙は上らねど雲の上より雨と降るかな 

On the ninth day of the Ninth Month, the remaining crane also died. 

[131] 
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kiku no hana ni    It is not its fate 

okiirubeku mo     to vanish like a fleeting dewdrop 

aranakuni     on a chrysanthemum, 

chitose no mi o mo    yet its promised thousand years 

tsuyu ni nasu kana    has so soon become naught. 

菊の花に置き居るべくもあらなくに千歳の身をも露になすかな 

Someone whose late mother used to live in Yamato composed this poem on the occasion 

of making a pilgrimage to Hatsuse: 

[132] 

hitori yuku     How truly painful it is 

koto koso ukere    to set out on this journey 

furusato no     all by myself, 

mukashi naraite    now that the one who once was with me 

mishi hito mo naku    is no more, at that dear old place. 

一人行くことこそ憂けれ故里の昔馴らひて見し人もなく 

At Yamanobe: 

[133] 

kusamakura     Traveling on a path 

tabi yuku michi no    at Yamanobe, 

yamabe ni mo     I’m taking up lodging for the night 

shirakumo naranu    close by the mountains, 

michi yadorikeri    though I’m no mountain-dwelling cloud. 

草枕旅行く道の山辺にも白雲ならぬ道宿りけり 



327 

 

At Fushimi: 

[134] 

na ni tachite     They call it the Fushimi village, 

Fushimi no sato to    famous as a place 

iu koto wa     for lying down— 

momiji o toko ni    I can see now how the autumn leaves 

shikeba narikeri    spread out like the mat on a bed. 

名に立ちてふしみの里と言ふことは紅葉を床に敷けばなりけり 

As flowers were blooming beautifully and laden with dew in the Teiji villa, His Highness 

summoned me and showed the flowers to me. 

[135] 

shiratsuyu no     What is there to regret 

kawaru mo nani ka    about how quickly the silver dew 

oshikaramu     vanishes from sight? 

arite no nochi mo    After all, this world is still full of grief, 

yo wa uki mono o    even if it were to remain. 

白露のかはるもなにか惜しからむありての後の世は憂きものを 

In reply: 

[136] 

uetatete     Since these are the flowers planted 

kimi ga shime yuu    and greatly cherished by you, my Lord, 

hana nareba     perhaps the dew realized 

tama to miete ya    and gathered on the flowers 
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tsuyu mo okuramu    to look like splendid jewels for you. 

植ゑたてて君が標結ふ花なれば玉と見えてや露も置くらむ 

[On the topic] “Aster”: 

[137] 

uketamuru     If only I could turn my sleeve, 

sode o shi o ni te    where I have been catching my tears, 

tsuranukaba     into a string for those droplets, 

namida no tama mo    I would then be able to see 

kazu wa mitemashi    just how many tears I have shed. 

受け溜むる袖をし緒にて貫かば涙の玉も数は見てまし 

[138] 

tsuyu dani mo     You can’t even see 

oku to mo mienu    the dew gathered on the branches 

akihagi wa     of the autumn clovers. 

fukeshi o nishi ni    How late has the night become, 

tsuki no naruramu    and the moon must be setting in the west. 

露だにも置くとも見えぬ秋萩は更けしを西に月のなるらむ 

[139] 

ikanareba     How could it so be, 

nishi ni naruramu    that the mere amount of time it takes 

tsukikage no     for the moon to slowly inch 

katabuku ma ni mo    toward the western horizon 

kanashikaruramu    can possibly make me so sad? 
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いかなれば西になるらむ月影の傾く間にも悲しかるらむ 

[140] 

uki koto o     Autumn night after autumn night, 

omoitsuranete     the geese are airing their grievances 

yuku kari no     as they soar together through the air, 

naki koso watare    crossing the sky while accompanied 

aki no yona yona    by their never-ending cries. 

憂きことを思ひつらねて行く雁のなきこそ渡れ秋の夜な夜な 

During the occasion of the eightieth birthday celebration of the Shichi-no-miya, 

commissioned by the minister, the following screen painting poem was composed: 

[141] 

wa ga yado mo    The beautiful autumn moonlight, 

terimitsu aki no    brightly illuminating 

tsukikage wa     my humble dwelling— 

nagaki yo miredo    I could never tire of it, 

akazu zo arikeru    even after a long night, or for ages to come. 

我が宿も照り満つ秋の月影は長きよ見れど飽かずぞありける 

After catching some bell crickets and about to release them into the garden: 

[142] 

izukonimo     O bell crickets 

kusa no makura o    who consider everywhere 

suzumushi wa     but a temporary lodging: 

koko o tabi to mo    may you not think of my garden 
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omowazaranan    as another part of your journey. 

いづこにも草の枕を鈴虫はここを旅とも思はざらなん 

During a period when unfounded rumors were going around: 

[143] 

yo to tomo ni     Time and again, 

wa ga nureginu to    I must bear the ignominious robe 

naru mono wa     of baseless rumors— 

waburu namida no    surely it is my bitter tears of love 

kisuru narubeshi    that are at fault. 

世とともに我が濡れ衣となるものはわぶる涙の着するなるべし 

When I began talking to someone but they still had to mind the eyes of others: 

[144] 

aimitemo     Though we’ve exchanged the vows of love, 

tsutsumu omoi no    still we have to conceal our feelings— 

wabishiki wa     how excruciating! 

hitoma ni nomi zo    And still, I can only weep aloud 

ne wa nakarekeru    when there is no one around. 

逢ひ見てもつつむ思ひのわびしきは人間にのみぞ音は泣かれける 

After having grown apart, I suddenly recalled someone and realized we haven’t 

conversed for some time: 

[145] 

furusato to     Not an old, abandoned village— 

aranu mono kara    no, you aren’t—yet why is it 
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wa ga tame ni     that I cannot help but feel 

hito no kokoro no    your heart has chosen the course 

arete miyuramu    of abandonment toward me? 

故里とあらぬものから我がために人の心のあれて見ゆらむ 

On a screen painting at the Teiji Villa. 

There are autumn leaves by a pond: 

[146] 

ukishizumi     Now floating, now sinking, 

fuchise nagaruru    the autumn leaves passing through 

momijiba ni     the river rapids and shallows 

fukaku asaku zo    display a spectrum of colors, 

iro wa miekeru    from the deepest to the faintest hue. 

浮き沈み淵瀬流るるもみぢ葉に深く浅くぞ色は見えける 

A scene with clappers hung up to scare away birds: 

[147] 

uchihaete     When I pull intently 

moru tsuna o nomi    on the long rope strung 

hiku toki wa     around the protected field, 

inaba ni tsuyu zo    the dew does not gather 

tomarazarikeru    on the blades of the rice leaves. 

うちはへて守る綱をのみ引く時は稲葉に露ぞとまらざりける 

On an occasion when I went back home, the flowers were blooming very beautifully and 

I decided to send some to the Lord Minister of Ceremonial Affairs: 
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[148] 

furusato no     How I wish there were someone 

arete naritaru     who would come, even if only to see 

aki no no ni     these flowers on the autumn field 

hana migatera ni    in this old, abandoned village, 

kuru hito mogana    neglected and tired of by all. 

故里のあれてなりたる秋の野に花見がてらに来る人もがな 

His reply: 

[149] 

aki no no ni     If you were to tell me that you are crying 

ware matsu mushi no    while pining for me, like the pine crickets 

naku to iwaba     in the autumn fields, 

orade nenagara    how I would love to look at the flowers 

hana wa mitemashi    while lying down with you. 

秋の野に我まつ虫のなくと言はば折らでねながら花は見てまし 

Someone sent: 

[150] 

Iwase yama     Like the water flowing 

tani no shitamizu    in the undercurrent 

uchishinobi     of Mount Iwase, 

hito no minu ma wa    I pass my days with my feelings hidden, 

nakarete zo furu    shedding tears when no one’s looking. 

岩瀬山谷の下水うち忍び人の見ぬ間はなかれてぞ経る 
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In reply: 

[151] 

takitsuse no     Oh, how I loathed you, 

hayakaranu o zo    like loathing the river rapids 

uramitsuru     that fail to make a single sound, 

mizu tomo oto o    when I hoped to hear from you, 

kikamu to omoeba    even though we could not meet. 

たきつ瀬の早からぬをぞ恨みつるみずとも音を聞かむと思へば 

Missing a sibling who had passed away: 

[152] 

omokage o     Now that I must count you 

aiminu kazu ni     among those I can no longer 

nasu toki wa     hope to see face to face, 

kokoro nomi koso    it is only my heart 

shizumerarekere    that finds itself consoled. 

面影をあひ見ぬ数になす時は心のみこそしづめられけれ 

Upon hearing that the Nagara Bridge was to be renovated: 

[153] 

Tsu no kuni no     The old Nagara Bridge 

Nagara no hashi mo    in Settsu Province 

tsukuru nari     is being remade, I’ve heard. 

ima wa wa ga mi o    Now, what shall I use to compare 

nani ni tatoemu    my old, wretched self with? 
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津の国の長柄の橋もつくるなり今は我が身を何にたとへむ 

To my displeasure, people were making up baseless rumors about me, so I composed: 

[154] 

shiru to ieba     It is said that the pillow knows all, 

makura dani sede    so I have refrained from using it 

neshi mono o     even during sleep; and yet, 

kiri naranu na no    why have these rumors risen about me, 

sora ni tatsuramu    like fog rising to the sky? 

知ると言へば枕だにせで寝しものを霧ならぬ名の空に立つらむ 

At a time when someone was being very cold toward me: 

[155] 

hito shirezu     Had this affair ended 

taenamashikaba    before anyone were to know, 

wabitsutsumo     it would have pained me so, 

naki na zo to dani    but I would at least have been spared 

iubeki mono o     these oh-so-frightful rumors. 

人知れず絶えなましかばわびつつもなき名ぞとだに言ふべきものを 

At a time when someone was having a change of heart towards me, I happened to see a 

picture of waves surging over a mountain, and so I composed the following poem and attached it 

to the picture: 

[156] 

matsu kakete     There is no one who has pledged 

tanomeshi hito mo    his faithfulness to me 
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nakeredomo     on Sue no Matsuyama, 

nami no koyuru wa    yet it is still sorrowful 

nao zo kanashiki    to see the waves surging over the mountain. 

松かけて頼めし人もなけれども波の越ゆるはなほぞ悲しき 

A married friend of mine was following her husband out to Tsukushi, so I sent: 

[157] 

osaetsutsu     Holding them back with all my might, 

ware wa sode ni zo    letting my sleeves 

sekitomuru     contain them all,  

fune kosu shio ni    I vow to myself to not let my tears 

nasaji to omoeba    become the tide to drown your boat. 

おさへつつ我は袖にぞせき止むる舟越す潮になさじと思へば 

Her reply: 

[158] 

okurezu zo     Not one to lag behind, 

kokoro ni norite    I shall row out on the boat 

kogarubeki     of my impassioned, captive heart, 

ware wa namida o    on a sea made from the very drops 

umi ni nashitsutsu    of my own forlorn tears. 

遅れずぞ心に乗りてこがるべき我は涙を海になしつつ 

As a certain someone had misgivings about my feelings and gave me some jewels: 

[159] 

tama naranu     Unlike a precious jewel— 
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mi no uki koto wa    how painful it is, 

kiyokeredo     to be pure and untainted, 

migakeru mono to    yet acknowledged by no one 

iwanu narikeri     as a beautiful, polished piece. 

玉ならぬ身の憂きことは清けれど磨けるものと言はぬなりけり 

A man wrote: “Please at least tell me if you have seen my letters,” so I wrote back in 

reply: 

[160] 

yume nite mo     Never would I even dream 

mitsu to wa iwaji    of admitting I have seen them— 

asana asana     not I, who feels great shame 

wa ga omokage ni    looking at my reflection in the mirror 

hazuru mi nareba    come each morning. 

夢にても見つとは言はじ朝な朝な我が面影に恥づる身なれば 

As a man kept telling falsehoods: 

[161] 

uki koto no     When such painful things 

kaku waku toki wa    well up one after another, 

namidagawa     it is as if a river of tear 

me no mae ni koso    is cascading down 

ochitagirikere     before my very eyes. 

うきことのかく沸く時は涙川目の前にこそ落ちたぎりけれ 
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Around a time when a man gave me mixed signals and I spent my days in great 

uncertainty: 

[162] 

sa mo koso wa     I can see that it would be hard 

aimiru koto wa    for me to have any hope 

katakarame     of us meeting face to face, 

wasurezu to dani    but to think that there would be no one 

iu hito no naki     to even say he would not forget me. 

さもこそは逢ひ見ることはかたからめ忘れずとだに言ふ人のなき 

In return, he sent: 

[163] 

toshi furedo     Even after all these years, 

itsumo ware koso    not for a moment do I forget, 

wasurezu no     and like a plover on the shore, 

hamachidori to wa    I would cry out plaintively 

nakiwataritsure    in constant longing for you. 

年経れどいつも我こそ忘れずの浜千鳥とはなきわたりつれ 

Again, he sent: 

[164] 

au koto no     Like a crane by the waterside, 

kata ni oriiru     settling down on the mudflat, 

ashitazu no     crying in its nest, 

su ni naku koe wa    can you hear my plaintive cries 
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kikoe ya wa suru    lamenting how we cannot meet? 

逢ふことのかたに下り居る葦鶴のすになく声は聞こえやはする 

[165] 

namida ni zo     Like a waterfowl, 

ukite nagaruru     I’m floating on a river 

mizutori no     of my own bitter tears, 

nurete wa hito ni    even though no one can see 

mienu mono kara    how drenched I have become. 

涙にぞうきてながるる水鳥の濡れては人に見えぬものから 

[166] 

niwatori ni     Though not the sound 

aranu ne ni te mo    of a rooster, 

kikoekemu     surely you must have heard 

akeyuku toki wa    the cries I raised 

ware mo nakiniki    at the break of dawn. 

鶏にあらぬ音にても聞こえけむ明けゆく時は我も泣きにき 

In reply: 

[167] 

akatsuki no     I strained my ears to listen 

nezame no mimi ni    at the crack of dawn, 

kikishikado     having just woken from sleep, 

tori yori hoka ni    but I could not hear much else 

koe mo kikoezu    beside the call of the rooster. 
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暁の寝覚めの耳に聞きしかど鶏よりほかに声も聞こえず 

[168] 

arihatenu     Would that I be spared 

inochi matsu ma no    from so many painful thoughts, 

hodo bakari     if only for the short while 

uki koto shigeku    during which I wait 

omowazu mogana    for my finite life to come to an end. 

在りはてぬ命待つ間のほどばかり憂きこと繁く思はずもがな 

A screen-painting poem. 

For a picture of people looking at the stars’ reflection during the Tanabata Festival: 

[169] 

wataru tote     I shall not look, be it only the reflection, 

kage o dani miji    of the moment the Herdsman Star 

tanabata wa     crosses the River of Heaven, 

hito no minu ma o    for he must surely be waiting 

machi mo koso sure    for when no one is watching. 

渡るとて影をだに見じ七夕は人の見ぬ間を待ちもこそすれ 

On the occasion of sending someone some charcoal: 

[170] 

toshi o hete     So much time has passed, 

omowazu ni nomi    and it only occurs to me now 

arinagara     to send you some charcoal, 

okibi mo tsukanu    simply because the idea failed to catch on, 
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mono ni zarikeru    like glowing ember failing to catch fire.  

年を経て思はずにのみありながら熾火もつかぬものにざりける 

[171] 

taga tame ni     For whom did you cut 

koru nageki o ka    these stiff logs of laments, 

uchitsuke ni     and why, out of nowhere, 

ninai mo shiranu    did you thrust them upon me, 

ware ni ōsuru     to let this bystander shoulder them for you? 

誰がためにこるなげきをかうちつけに担ひも知らぬ我に負ほする 

On a screen painting: 

[172] 

yamazato ni     Had I not taken shelter 

yadorazariseba    in this mountain village, 

hototogisu     the cuckoo 

kiku hito mo naki    would have sung his sweet notes 

ne o ya nakamashi    for no one to hear. 

山里に宿らざりせば郭公聞く人もなき音をや鳴かまし 

On a screen painting. 

A scene of a woman resting her chin in her hands, lost in reverie throughout the night: 

[173] 

yomosugara     When you spend the whole night 

mono omou toki no    lost in reverie, 

tsurazue wa     you don’t realize 
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kaina tayusa mo    how tired your arms become 

shirazu zo arikeru    from resting your chin in your hands. 

夜もすがら物思ふ時の頬杖は腕たゆさも知らずぞありける 

A scene of people playing Go: 

[174] 

ono no e no     I’m not asking for long— 

kutsu bakari ni wa    certainly not long enough 

aranedomo     for an axe handle to fall off, 

kaerimi dani mo    but even then, there is no one 

miru hito no nasa    who would turn around and spectate.  

斧の柄の朽つばかりにはあらねども顧みだにも見る人のなさ 

This is also a screen painting poem: 

[175] 

oritomete   So beautiful are the wisterias— 

mimakuhoshiki ni  one simply wants to break them off 

fuji no hana   so as to forever gaze at them. 

kage o dani to ya  Perhaps the waves rush to the shore 

nami no yoruramu  to gather close the blossoms’ shadows, if nothing else. 

折りとめて見まくほしきに藤の花影をだにとや波の寄るらむ 

Prince Shikibukyō had passed away. After the 49th day ceremony was over, when 

everyone was leaving for home and going their own way: 

[176] 

kanashisa zo     My sadness just keeps increasing 
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masari ni masaru    and increasing even more. 

hito no mi ni     I never knew the human body 

ikani ōkaru     was capable of containing 

namida narikeri    so many tears. 

悲しさぞ増さりに増さる人の身にいかに多かる涙なりけり 

[177] 

kimi ni yori     Perhaps I shall die 

hakanakishi ni ya    an even more fleeting death 

ware wa sen     than you did, 

koi kakusu beki    for I cannot bear to live on 

inochi naraneba    while keeping my love hidden inside. 

君によりはかなき死にや我はせん恋隠すべき命ならねば 

To someone who had borrowed my koto: 

[178] 

au koto no     As it is so difficult for the two of us to meet, 

katami no koe no    I only wish the sound of the koto— 

takakaraba     as a memento for you to remember me by— 

wa ga naku ne to mo    had rung out loud and high, 

hito wa kikanamu    like the sound of my crying. 

逢ふことのかたみの声の高からば我が泣く音とも人は聞かなむ 

In proxy of someone else: 

[179] 

mi ni soete     Would that I could turn you 
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kage ni mo hito o    into my own personal shadow, 

miteshigana     always there by my side, 

ushiroyasusa o    just so I could show you 

misen to omoeba    that you can trust my feelings for you. 

身に添へて影にも人を見てしがなうしろやすさを見せんと思へば 

[180] 

yume narade     For someone like me 

aimimu koto no    who has no hope of seeing you 

kataki mi wa     outside the realm of dreams, 

ōkata toko o     is it any wonder that 

koizu ya aramashi    my bed has become so dear? 

夢ならで逢ひ見ることのかたき身はおほかた床を恋ひずやあらまし 

[181] 

nukitamete     Would that I could see you,  

kazu mo mirubeku    be it but for a short while, 

aratama no     like the chord of a string of beads— 

o bakari dani mo    so I could thread those moments together 

aimiteshigana     and count just how many there are. 

貫きためて数も見るべくあらたまの緒ばかりだにもあひ見てしがな 

[182] 

wa ga goto ya     Are the clouds also lost 

kumo no naka ni mo    in pensive thoughts, 

omouramu     just like me? 
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ame mo namida mo    The rain is falling down 

furi ni koso fure    no harder than my own tears. 

我がごとや雲の中にも思ふらむ雨も涙も降りにこそ降れ 

[183] 

mi no ukamu     Not even knowing 

koto mo shirarede    that my body has started drifting, 

hakanaki ni     my mind was at a place 

oritachinubeki     where I was about to set foot 

kokochi koso sure    into some great uncertainty. 

身の浮かむことも知られではかなきに下り立ちぬべき心地こそすれ 

On the occasion of the fortieth birthday anniversary of the Hachijō Captain, celebration 

held by the Provisional Middle Counselor: 

On a painting of a house with some pine trees planted in the garden on the First Day of 

the Rat: 

[184] 

chitose furu    It is often said 

matsu to iedomo   that the pine trees live for thousands of years, 

uete miru    but it is only he who plants the trees 

hito zo kazoete    who would be able to count the years 

shirubekarikeru   and ascertain for himself. 

千歳ふる松と言へども植ゑて見る人ぞ数へて知るべかりける 

A painting of a house with many willow trees planted: 

[185] 
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wa ga omou     I shall refrain from saying 

koto wa iwanedo    what is on my mind, 

aoyagi no     but even the willow threads 

ito sae nabiku     are bending towards you, 

mono ni zarikeru    as if to offer their congratulations. 

我が思ふことは言はねど青柳の糸さへ靡くものにざりける 

A scene with a crane perching on a boulder: 

[186] 

iwa no ue o     The crane that makes it his home 

sumika ni shitaru    on top of a boulder 

ashitazu wa     must certainly find this world 

yo o nodoka ni mo    a very peaceful place 

omoubeki kana    indeed. 

巌の上を住みかにしたる葦鶴は世をのどかにも思ふべきかな 

A scene of people hunting on a field full of maiden flowers: 

[187] 

aki no no no     O, maiden flower, 

hana no nadate ni    don’t let yourself be picked 

ominaeshi     by those fickle souls, 

karisome ni mimu    lest you may bring disgrace 

hito ni oraruna    to the other autumn blossoms. 

秋の野の花の名立てに女郎花かりそめに見む人に折らるな 
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A servant bearing a missive came by, to whom she asked: “Whom is it for?” Hearing the 

reply, she was reminded that there was someone whose parent had passed away and she had sent 

the man a condolence message. [His reply was as follows:] 

[188] 

ōzora ni     As it is difficult for me 

tobu chō koto no    to soar through the vast sky 

katakereba     and visit you, 

kumo no ue ni zo    I can only send a letter 

sashite kikoyuru    to the place above the clouds. 

大空にとふてふことのかたければ雲の上にぞさして聞こゆる 

Her reply: 

[189] 

hamachidori     O plover on the shore, 

tsubasa no naki o    just because I inquired 

tou kara ni     after your lost wings, 

kumoji ni ikade    how come you are now intent 

omoikakuramu    on pursuing the path of clouds? 

浜千鳥翼のなきをとふからに雲路にいかで思ひかくらむ 

The man’s residence was close by. He immediately replied: 

[190] 

tsubasa naki     As I have turned into 

tori to narereba    a bird without wings, 

tobisarazu     I won’t fly away, 
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chikaki e ni nomi    thinking instead that I’d build a nest 

sumamu to zo omou    at the nearby bay that binds me to you. 

翼なき鳥となれれば飛び去らず近きえにのみ住まむとぞ思ふ 

In reply to this, she only sent a blank knotted letter. The man thus further sent: 

[191] 

Nada no umi no    On the spotless water’s edge 

kiyoki nagisa ni    of the Nada Sea, 

hamachidori     have the waves wiped clean 

fumioku ato o     the marks left behind 

nami ya ketsuramu    by the plover on the shore? 

灘の海の清き渚に浜千鳥ふみおく跡を波や消つらむ 

In reply, the woman sent: 

[192] 

Nada no umi wa    The Nada Sea, I’m afraid, 

are zo masaramu    shall grow increasingly rough. 

hamachidori     O plover on the shore, 

nagomuru kata no    pray find the footprints at a gulf 

ato o tazuneyo     where the waves are calm. 

灘の海は荒れぞまさらむ浜千鳥なごむるかたの跡を尋ねよ 

In reply, the man again sent: 

[193] 

Nada no umi shi    If the Nada Sea 

aremasarubeki    is bound to grow rougher 
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mono naraba     as time goes on, 

kogaruru fune o    may the waves wash me there— 

uchiyoseyo nami    this rowing boat, burning with yearning. 

灘の海し荒れまさるべきものならばこがるる舟をうち寄せよ波 

In reply, the woman sent: 

[194] 

arenagara     I’m afraid there is no way 

fune yosubeku mo    the waves can push the boat 

omōezu     across this rough sea, 

kata sadameteshi    for it’s not like they can decide 

nami no tataneba    the direction in which to rise. 

荒れながら舟寄すべくも思ほえずかた定めてし波の立たねば 

Again, the man sent: 

[195] 

nami takami     As the waves are high, 

umibe ni yoranu    I can’t get close to the shore, 

warebune wa     being the broken boat I am; 

kochi chō kaze ya    rather, I shall wait for the east wind 

fuku to koso mate    to blow me over there. 

波高み海辺に寄らぬわれ舟はこちてふ風や吹くとこそ待て 

In reply, the woman sent: 

[196] 

ōkata ni     Even if the winds 
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kaze wa naorite    have mostly calmed 

fukinu tomo     in their blowing, 

ama no ikari ni    would the boat still stop 

todomari ya semu    due to the fisherwoman’s anchor? 

おほかたに風はなほりて吹きぬとも海人のいかりにとどまりやせむ 

Again: 

[197] 

kaze fukaba     Surely there would be no fisherwoman 

yukamu yukashi to    who would drop her anchor 

matsu fune ni     for a boat that has been waiting 

ikari o orosu     to go to where you are, 

ama mo araji o    as soon as the wind starts blowing. 

風吹かば行かむゆかしと待つ舟にいかりをおろす海人もあらじを 

The man sent: 

[198]  

tamakazura     If you were to look 

wa ga kuru koto o    at how tirelessly I come, 

kimi shi miba     as if winding the jeweled vine, 

tsuranagara ni mo    I would never cease my love, 

taeji to zo omou    even if it pains me so. 

玉鬘我がくることを君し見ばつらながらにも絶えじとぞ思ふ 

In reply, the woman wrote: 

[199] 



350 

 

uchihaete     Even had I seen 

kuru o miru tomo    how tirelessly you’ve come, 

tamakazura     as if winding the jeweled vine, 

te ni dani kakete    I know not how to tie the vine, 

musubi shiraneba    nor do I know how to tie the knot. 

うちはへてくるを見るとも玉鬘手にだにかけて結び知らねば 

Upon hearing that the woman has a child: 

[200] 

tamakazura    If it is indeed true 

musubi mo shiranu   that you know not how to tie the jeweled vine, 

mono naraba    nor do you know how to tie the knot, 

ko no idekikemu   then how is it possible 

koto zo ayashiki   that you are with child? 

玉鬘結びも知らぬものならばこのいできけむことぞあやしき 

After all this talk, the man was unable to go visit in person, either, so on the first day of 

snow, he sent: 

[201] 

kaminazuki     It has turned into the Tenth Month, 

shigure bakari wa    and rather than the expected showers, 

furazu shite     there is now some snow mixed in. 

yukigate ni nomi    Why must it become so much harder 

nadoka naruramu    for me to go and see you? 

神無月時雨ばかりは降らずしてゆきがてにのみなどかなるらむ 
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In return: 

[202] 

yuki mazete     Is that all you’re doing? 

mirubeki mono ka    Watching the rain mixed with snow? 

kaminazuki     And here I am, worrying 

shigure ni sode no    about how soaked my sleeves will get 

nure mo koso sure    from the Tenth Month shower. 

雪まぜて見るべきものか神無月時雨に袖の濡れもこそすれ 

Again, the man sent: 

[203] 

kaze fukeba    So fleeting is this life, 

tomaranu tsuyu no   as fragile as a drop of dew 

inochi mote    that would fall as soon as the wind blows, 

ikamu to omou    and yet, I was still determined to go see you— 

koto no hakanasa   such is my foolhardiness. 

風吹けばとまらぬ露の命もていかむと思ふことのはかなさ 

On the occasion of the Higashi Sanjō Consort’s birthday anniversary, celebration held by 

Prince Nakatsukasa, on screen paintings. 

A scene of people picking young greens: 

[204] 

Kasugano no     Pray leave behind 

wakana no tane wa    the seeds of young greens 

nokoshitemu     on the Kasuga Field, 
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chitose no haru mo    so that I may pick them 

ware zo tsumubeki    for thousands of springs to come. 

春日野の若菜の種は残してむ千歳の春も我ぞつむべき 

A scene of people crossing the Inari Mountain: 

[205] 

Inari yama     All the people 

yukikau hito wa    passing back and forth 

kimi ga yo o     on Mount Inari— 

hitotsu kokoro ni    all of them are praying 

inori ya wa senu    for your auspicious reign. 

稲荷山ゆきかふ人は君が世をひとつ心に祈りやはせぬ 

On painful things in life: 

[206] 

oshikaranu     I have no regret 

inochi naredomo    for this life of mine, 

kokoro ni shi     but what a painful world we live in, 

makaserareneba    where one cannot have 

uki yo ni zo sumu    what one’s heart desires. 

惜しからぬ命なれども心にしまかせられねば憂き世にぞ住む 

[207] 

hate wa mi no     At the end of it all, 

Fuji no yama tomo    I suppose I shall become 

narinuru ka     my own version of Mount Fuji, 
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moenu nageki no    for the wooden logs of my lament 

keburi taeneba     would keep on smoldering. 

果ては身の富士の山ともなりぬるか燃えぬなげきの煙絶えねば 

[208] 

ai ni aite     A perfect companion: 

monoomou toki no    when I’m lost in reverie, 

wa ga sode wa     the reflection of the moon 

yadoru tsuki sae    residing on my wet sleeve 

nururu kao naru    also has its face drenched with tears. 

合ひに合ひて物思ふ時の我が袖は宿る月さへ濡るる顔なる 

[209] 

ikade kaku     Why is it that 

kokoro hitotsu o    I only have one heart, 

futashie ni     yet you’ve divided it into two— 

uku mo tsuraku mo    one half to feel this wretchedness, 

nashite misuramu    and the other to feel this pain? 

いかでかく心ひとつをふたしへに憂くもつらくもなして見すらむ 

There was someone called Tosakura who served at the Horikawa Mansion, who got 

married to someone called Tsunekuni who was the Assistant Governor of Michinoku Province. 

On the occasion of her moving there, I sent: 

[210] 

Shiogama no     The sound of the boat 

ura kogiizuru     rowing out on the Bay 
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fune no oto wa     of Shiogama 

kikishi ga gotoku    is just as rumored, 

kiku wa kanashi ya    but it is sad indeed to hear it for myself. 

塩釜の浦漕ぎ出づる舟の音は聞きしがごとく聞くはかなしや 

In reply: 

[211] 

Shiogama no     Even louder than the sound 

ura kogu fune no    of the boat rowing out  

oto yori mo     on the Bay of Shiogama 

kimi o urami no    is my own voice, lamenting 

koe zo masareru    having to part from you. 

塩釜の浦漕ぐ舟の音よりも君をうらみの声ぞまされる 

To someone leaving for Tsukushi: 

[212] 

machiwabite    Once I’ve gotten tired of waiting 

koishiku naraba   and my longing for you has grown so big 

tazunubeku    that I’ve got to visit you myself, 

ato naki mizu no   pray go by land, for the water leaves no trace 

ue narade yuke   by which I may follow you. 

待ち侘びて恋しくならば尋ぬべく跡なき水の上ならで行け 

To someone leaving for Kai: 

[213] 

kimi ga yo wa    You must definitely go 
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tsuru no kōri ni   to the Tsuru District 

aete kine    for its efficacious name: 

sadame naki yo no   without a doubt, you will live for a thousand years, 

utagai mo naku   even when life is so uncertain. 

 君が世はつるの郡にあえて来ね定めなき世の疑ひもなく 

[214] 

mishi yume no    Every evening, 

omoiideraruru    when I can’t help but recall 

yoi goto ni    dreams from the past, 

iwanu oshie wa   it is my tears 

namida narikeri   that silently inform me of the fact. 

見し夢の思ひ出でらるる宵ごとに言はぬ教へは涙なりけり 

To someone who had a change of heart after going to Kara: 

[215] 

ura ue zo    I now know very well 

omoiyararuru    how the Cathay robe 

karagoromo    has a front and a back, 

Kara ni utsurite   because you wore one when you came back 

kimi ga kitareba   from Cathay, with your heart similarly shifted. 

裏表ぞ思ひやらるる唐衣からに移りて君がきたれば 

As I was sending a hairpiece to someone heading off to the provinces: 

[216] 

yuzurinishi    As I have put 



356 

 

kokoro mo aru o   my whole heart into 

tamakazura    this jeweled hairpiece, 

tamuke no kami to   how happy I am that it could become 

naru zo ureshiki   the guardian deity protecting you on the way. 

譲りにし心もあるを玉鬘手向のかみとなるぞうれしき 

On the occasion when someone was exiled to Izu Province to become the provincial 

instructor and everyone was composing poems: 

[217] 

wakarete wa    After this parting, 

itsu awamu to ka   when does he suppose 

omouramu    he will come back from Izu for a reunion? 

kagiri aru yo no   It’s not like there is any guarantee 

inochi to mo nashi   in this uncertain life of ours. 

別れてはいつ会はむとか思ふらむ限りある世の命ともなし 

At a time when I was worrying over something: 

[218] 

mi no uki o    Even if I were to put into words 

iwaba hashita ni   the things that pain me, 

narinu beshi    it would just end up half-baked; 

omoeba mune no   but if I were to only think of them, 

kudake nomi suru   my heart feels like it would shatter. 

身の憂きを言はばはしたになりぬべし思へば胸の砕けのみする 

[219] 
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Ise no umi ni    As I am a diver 

toshi hete sumishi   who has spent many years 

ama nareba    living by the sea of Ise, 

izure no mo ka wa   I would collect all the seaweed 

kazukinokoseru   without leaving a single one behind. 

伊勢の海に年経て住みし海人なればいづれの藻かはかづき残せる 

When I took off my mourning robe and returned: 

[220] 

fushimarobi    As if vowing to never take another look 

madou katami o   at the memento of my bewilderment, 

miji tote ya    as I tumbled and fell in sorrow, 

wakareshi koromo   I have discarded 

sutete kinuran    the robe of parting. 

伏し転び惑ふ形見を見じとてや別れし衣捨ててきぬらん 

[221] 

sadame naki    The tears I shed 

yo o kiku koro no   when hearing about 

namida koso    how uncertain life could be 

sode no ue naru   indeed form the deeps and shallows 

fuchise narikere   on the sleeves of my robe. 

定めなき世を聞く頃の涙こそ袖の上なる淵瀬なりけれ 
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On an occasion when the master had some trees and flowers planted and was going to 

have sand spread out in the garden, someone who was not part of the household sent some sand 

as a gift, thus [I sent them the following]: 

[222] 

arisoumi no    This garden is not the shore 

hama ni wa aranu   of a rough and wave-beaten sea, 

niwa nite mo    but with such an unfathomable amount, 

kazu shirareneba   I cannot help forgetting 

wasurete zo tsumu   and piling up the sand too high. 

荒磯海の浜にはあらぬ庭にても数知られねば忘れてぞ積む 

The person living next door sent me some flowers, asking me to compare them with my 

own, so: 

[223] 

haru ni sae    My house has been forgotten 

wasurarenitaru   by spring itself, 

yado nareba    so there aren’t even any flowers 

iro kurabubeki    whose beauty I may compare 

hana dani mo nashi   with those of yours. 

春にさへ忘られにたる宿なれば色比ぶべき花だにもなし 

[224] 

ware o koso    Perhaps you have completely 

wasure mo hateme   forgotten about me, 

mume no hana    but at the very least, 
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sakishi zo to dani   I hope you would remember 

omoiidenamu    that the plum blossoms were in bloom. 

我をこそ忘れも果てめ梅の花咲きしぞとだに思ひ出でなむ 

A year with two Third Months: 

[225] 

sakurabana    O cherry blossoms, 

haru kuwawareru   couldn’t you stay in bloom 

toshi dani mo    until everyone is satisfied, 

hito no kokoro ni   at least during this year, 

akare ya wa senu   when there is an extra month of spring? 

桜花春くははれる年だにも人の心に飽かれやはせぬ 

After turning over my house to someone else, I wanted to send them some flowers, thus 

[I composed]: 

[226] 

hana no iro no    The flowers are still 

mukashinagara ni   just as beautiful 

miyumereba    as they were in the past— 

kimi ga yado to mo   I find it hard to think 

omōenu kana    that it is your house now. 

花の色の昔ながらに見ゆめれば君が宿とも思ほえぬかな 

Sent to a handmaid of the previous empress: 

[227] 

momoshiki no    I have heard that the beauty 



360 

 

hana no nioi wa    of the blossoms at court 

kuretake no    is far superior 

yoyo ni mo nizu to   to that of any other reign— 

kiku wa makoto ka   is that really true? 

百敷の花のにほひは呉竹のよよにも似ずと聞くはまことか 

Her reply: 

[228] 

momoshiki ni    Like the water flowing 

nagaruru mizu no   in the garden channels at court, 

nagaretemo    even as time flows by, 

kakaru nioi wa   I don’t think the same beauty 

araji to zo omou   can ever be encountered again. 

百敷に流るる水の流れてもかかる匂ひはあらじとぞ思ふ 

During a year with two Fifth Months: 

[229] 

samidare no    During the long rain 

tsuzukeru toshi no   of a year when the early summer rain 

nagame ni mo    continues on and on, 

monoomoi aeru   how miserable I am 

ware zo wabishiki   to be similarly lost in reverie. 

五月雨の続ける年のながめにも物思ひあへる我ぞわびしき 

[230] 

misomezu mo    I wish we had never 
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aramashi mono o   consummated our love. 

karagoromo    It’s like a Cathay robe 

tatsu na nomi shite   for which rumors arise, 

kiru yo naki kana   but we never have a chance to wear. 

見そめずもあらましものを唐衣たつ名のみしてきるよなきかな 

[231] 

natsumushi no    If, for the summer bugs, 

mi o mushihatete   their souls still remain 

tama shi araba   after burning up their bodies, 

ware mo manebamu   I’m going to imitate them, 

hitome moru mi zo   for I am someone who must avoid people’s eyes. 

夏虫の身をむしはてて魂しあらば我もまねばむ人目守る身ぞ 

On the seventh day of the Seventh Month: 

[232] 

koi koite    The excitement I feel 

awamu to omou   when I think about how I can see you this evening 

yūgure wa    after so much longing 

tanabatatsume mo   must be the same as that 

kaku ya aruramu   of the Tanabata Maiden. 

恋ひ恋ひて逢はむと思ふ夕暮は織女もかくやあるらむ 

[233] 

yoi no ma ni    Within the span of a night, 

mi o nagehatsuru   the summer bugs throw themselves into the fire 
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natsumushi wa    and let it consume them— 

moete ya hito ni   is it because they heard 

au to kikikemu    they would meet their beloved that way? 

宵の間に身を投げはつる夏虫は燃えてや人に逢ふと聞きけむ 

This was the reply to the poem that said “Separated by the river”: 

[234] 

tatoi naki    Beyond comparison, 

mono to wa ware zo   indeed I have become; 

narinubeki    even the Tanabata Maiden 

tanabatatsume mo   can’t possibly have 

hitome ya wa moru   to mind people’s eyes so much. 

たとひなきものとは我ぞなりぬべき織女も人目やはもる 

When I was staying at Katsura, the emperor sent: 

[235] 

au hodo to    As we spend our days 

kawa o hedatete   separated by the river, 

furu hodo wa    wondering when we could meet next, 

tanabatatsume mo   you are indeed no different 

nani ka kotonaru   from the Tanabata Maiden. 

逢ふほどと川を隔てて経るほどは織女も何か異なる 

To someone who held a grudge against me and told me: “I won’t say anything further 

from now on”: 

[236] 
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aki tote ya    It is autumn, the season of exhausted love. 

ima wa kagiri no   As the fog starts rising, 

tachinuramu    our relationship might be coming to an end, 

omoi ni aemu    even though this is too much for me to bear, 

mono naranaku ni   like the fog that can’t prevail over the sun. 

あきとてや今はかぎりの立ちぬらむ思ひにあへむものならなくに 

During an occasion when there was a chrysanthemum banquet at court: 

[237] 

aki no yo mo    Perhaps hearing that even the long autumn night 

fukaku naru to ya   has gotten very late, 

kiku no hana    the chrysanthemum flowers, 

kage sae soite    together with their reflections, 

kimi ni misuramu   are presenting you their utmost beauty. 

秋の夜も深くなるとや菊の花影さへ添ひて君に見すらむ 

During the autumn when the Teiji Emperor abdicated: 

[238] 

shiratsuyu no    The autumn of change, 

okite kakareru    when the whole imperial palace 

momoshiki no    is draped over 

utsurou aki no    with the fleeting, glistening dew, 

koto zo kanashiki   is sad, indeed. 

白露の置きてかかれる百敷の移ろふ秋のことぞ悲しき 

[239] 
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wakaruredo    So we must part, 

ai mo omowanu   but given that the palace 

momoshiki o    does not feel the same way that I do, 

mizaramu koto no   what is there for me to be sad 

nani ka kanashiki   about never seeing it again? 

別るれどあひも思はぬ百敷を見ざらむことの何か悲しき 

is what I wrote on the wall of the Kokiden, whereupon the emperor saw it and wrote on 

the side: 

[240] 

mi hitotsu ni    It is only me 

aranu bakari zo   who shall be gone from here; 

oshinabete    everyone else 

yukikaeritemo    can come and go as they please— 

nadoka mizaramu   why would you not see the palace again? 

身一つにあらぬばかりぞおしなべて行き帰りてもなどか見ざらむ 

[241] 

yado mo se ni    I look at the flowering pampas 

uenametsutsu zo   that I planted in my garden 

ware wa miru    until there is no space left, 

maneku obana ni   wondering if anyone would stop by 

hito ya tomaru to   upon seeing the beckoning flowers. 

やども狭に植ゑ並めつつぞ我は見る招く尾花に人や止まると 

In the autumn, setting out to see the flowers: 
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[242] 

yuku to ku to    Coming and going, 

miredomo akanu   I never tire of looking 

aki no no wa    at the autumn field, 

yuki mo yararezu   unable to move forward, 

tomaru tomo nashi   yet also unable to stop at one place. 

行くと来と見れども飽かぬ秋の野は行きもやられず止まるともなし 

[243] 

tatoe kuru    As I am no different 

tsuyu to hitoshiki   from the morning dew— 

mi ni shi areba   that symbol of ephemerality, 

wa ga monoomoi ni   I might just vanish from the pain of my reverie, 

kenamu to ya suru   like the dew vanishing in the sunlight. 

たとへくる露と等しき身にしあれば我が物思ひに消なむとやする 

[244] 

shioru tomo    Crestfallen, you claim to be, 

namida naraneba   but those are not your tears— 

nurashikemu    it must be the spring rain 

harusame koso wa   that took pity on you 

aware to mo mime   and wetted your sleeve. 

萎るとも涙ならねば濡らしけむ春雨こそはあはれとも見め 

[245] 

shirakumo no    Here in the deep mountains, 
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tanabikinikeru    where the white clouds 

miyama ni wa    trail in the air, 

teru tsukikage mo   I can only hope to hear 

yoso ni koso kike   about the splendidly shining moon. 

白雲のたなびきにける深山には照る月影もよそにこそ聞け 

In reply: 

[246] 

kumo harau    Secluded inside the mountains 

teru hi komoreru   is the shining sun 

yama nareba    that dispels all clouds; 

akaki tsuki ni mo   surely the moon cannot appear 

mienu naruramu   all that bright to you. 

雲払ふ照る日籠れる山なれば明かき月にも見えぬなるらむ 

[247] 

hanasusuki    Here at my dwelling, 

ho ni mo ideteshi   where the pampas grass 

naki yado wa    has never shown its inviting flowers, 

mukashi shinobu no   I can only look at the grass of remembrance 

kusa o koso mire   that reminds me of the past. 

花薄ほにも出でてしなき宿は昔しのぶの草をこそ見れ 

[248] 

tsuranagara    Though it pains me so, 

henamu to zo omou   I shall go on living, 
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yoso nite mo    so that one day I may hear 

hito ya kenuru to   news that a certain someone had passed, 

kikamu to omoeba   even if only through the grapevine. 

つらながら経なむとぞ思ふよそにても人や消ぬると聞かむと思へば 

[249] 

nigoru e no    The deep marsh of the muddy inlet 

kata fukaku koso   has become so shallow, 

asenikere    lotus flowers have started growing there. 

mi o hachisu sae   When I unashamedly look at myself, 

mireba oinikeri   I realize just how old I’ve become. 

濁る江のかた深くこそあせにけれみをはちすさへ見れば生ひにけり 

When the emperor came to my house at Katsura on the occasion of heading out to 

somewhere else, he wrote the following on the blossoms in the garden: 

[250] 

mume no hana    The plum blossoms 

ka dani nokorazu   have completely scattered, 

narinikeri    not even leaving their scent behind. 

nioite dani ya    Why were they so unwilling to spare me 

oshimazaritsuru   even just a little of their lingering scent? 

梅の花香だに残らずなりにけり匂ひてだにや惜しまざりつる 

In reply: 

[251] 

harugasumi    As the spring mist rises, 
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tachinagara mishi   you stopped by for a little while 

hana nareba    to look at the flowers. 

fumitodomekeru   How happy I am to receive a piece of writing 

ato zo ureshiki    to commemorate your setting foot here. 

春霞立ちながら見し花なればふみとどめける跡ぞ嬉しき 

On visiting Hatsuse, I was reminded of the time when my parents were still alive: 

[252] 

naku o dani    Just the sound of my crying 

shiru hito ni seyo   should tell you that I’m no stranger, 

yamabiko no    O mountain echo. 

mukashi no koe wa   You must be familiar with my voice, 

kiki mo shiruramu   having heard it from that time long ago. 

泣くをだに知る人にせよ山彦の昔の声は聞きも知るらむ 

At Ujidono: 

[253] 

mizu mo se ni    When there are so many autumn leaves  

ukinuru toki wa   floating on the crowded water surface, 

shigarami ni    it is indeed hard to tell 

uchi no to no tomo   whether they are on the inside or outside 

mienu momijiba   of the river weirs. 

水も狭に浮きぬる時は柵にうちのとのとも見えぬもみぢ葉 

During a time when I did not have a chance to see someone: 

[254] 



369 

 

yamagawa ni    Rather than hearing rumors about you, 

koe kiku yori wa   like hearing the roaring sound of the mountain river, 

kurenai no    I would much rather get just a glimpse of you, 

hitome bakari mo   even if, like a speckle of crimson dye, 

ai mite shigana   it does not weigh much on the scale. 

山川に声聞くよりは紅のひとめばかりも会ひ見てしがな 

In reply: 

[255] 

kurenai no    A speckle of crimson dye 

hitome wa fukaku   can produce a deeply vivid color, 

somuredomo    but one weighing of the scale 

hitohakari nite    only appears faint to the eyes, 

usuku miyureba   so one single glimpse cannot possibly be enough. 

紅のひとめは深く染むれども一はかりにて薄く見ゆれば 

[256] 

oku tsuyu o    As if finding that the dew 

nani akazu tote   is simply not enough, 

itazura ni    I am shedding 

namida o sae mo   all these tears 

nagashi izuramu   in vain. 

置く露を何飽かずとていたづらに涙をさへも流し出づらむ 

[257] 

futashie ni    Seeing as the dew 
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sara ni to wakuru   keeps its attention divided 

tsuyu nareba    in two, 

momizuru kata o   surely it must choose as its home 

yadoru narubeshi   the more beautifully colored leaf. 

ふたしへにさらにと分くる露なればもみづる方を宿るなるべし 

When my fan fell apart: 

[258] 

musubikemu    Much as the person who made this fan, 

hito no kokoro wa   he who promised me his love 

ada nare ya    must have had a fickle heart after all. 

midarete aki no   Like the broken fan scattering in the autumn wind, 

kaze ni chiruramu   I, too, am tired of and discarded. 

結びけむ人の心はあだなれや乱れてあきの風に散るらむ 

[259] 

kosa masaru    No matter what a vivid color 

namida no iro mo   my tears are turning into, 

kai zo naki    it is all for naught, 

misubeki hito no   for the person I want to show them to 

kono yo naraneba   is no longer in this world. 

濃さ増さる涙の色もかひぞなき見すべき人のこの世ならねば 

From the person who was the brother of the man: 

[260] 

Sumiyoshi no    Like the waves of the offing 
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kishi ni kiyosuru   that constantly draw near 

okitsu nami    the shore of Sumiyoshi, 

ma naku kaketemo   I cannot help but think of you 

omōyuru kana    constantly, without respite. 

住吉の岸に来寄する沖つ波間なくかけても思ほゆるかな 

In reply: 

[261] 

Sumiyoshi no    If Sumiyoshi were close enough 

me ni chikakaraba   for me to see with my own eyes, 

kishi ni ite    I would sit down at the shore 

nami no kazu o mo   and count for myself 

yomubeki mono o   the number of the coming waves. 

住吉の目に近からば岸に居て波の数をもよむべきものを 

[262] 

uguisu ni    Would that I could exchange 

mi o aikaeba    my own self with that of a bush warbler: 

chiru made mo   then, I could look at the blossoms 

wa ga mono narite   until they eventually scatter, 

hana wa mitemashi   as if they belonged to me alone. 

鶯に身をあひ替へば散るまでも我が物なりて花は見てまし 

From the Minister of the Left: 

[263] 

ima to iite    It is painful enough 
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wakaruru dani mo   to part from you, 

aru mono o    thinking we would meet again very soon; 

shirarenu kesa no   how much more painful it is this morning, 

mashite wabishisa   not knowing when the next time would be. 

今と言ひて別るるだにもあるものを知られぬ今朝のましてわびしさ 

In reply: 

[264] 

sarabayo to    If you had told me 

wakareshi hodo ni   the word “Goodbye” 

iwamaseba    when we last parted, 

ware mo namida ni   I, too, would have drowned 

oboorenamashi   in my own tears. 

さらばよと別れしほどに言はませば我も涙におぼほれなまし 

[265] 

kumoji o mo    Even I, who do not know my way 

shiranu ware sae   around the path of clouds, 

morotomo ni    am crying all my tears with the geese 

kyō bakari to zo   as they return home, 

nakikaerinuru    knowing that today is the last of it all. 

雲路をも知らぬ我さへもろともに今日ばかりとぞなきかへりぬる 

[266] 

ne mo tada ni    Like the lavender in the field, 

karenuru nobe no   which has completely withered 
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murasaki ni    right down to the root, 

nabete to omoishi   I had hoped your love would grow strong, 

koto zo taenuru   but sadly it has shriveled. 

ねもただにかれぬる野辺の紫になべてと思ひしことぞ絶えぬる 

[267] 

hototogisu    Like a cuckoo, 

nakite tachinishi   I cried as I left 

yado naredo    your house, 

sumika to omoeba   but now I know that’s where I belong, 

wabitsutsu zo nuru   and so I lament as I sleep in loneliness. 

郭公なきて立ちにし宿なれど住処と思へばわびつつぞ寝る 

In reply: 

[268] 

wa ga yado wa   My house has become 

ima zo furusu to   so obsolete by now, 

narinu naru    it is nothing but an old nest to you. 

kimi yoru sato no   After all, that is the fate 

saga no na nareba   of the village by the name of Fate. 

我が宿は今ぞふるすとなりぬなる君寄る里のさがの名なれば 

[269] 

yamabiko no    Like the mountain echos, 

yoso ni kotaeshi   your voice answering 

koe naredo    seems to come from so far away, 
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kototoishi koso   but as someone trying to court you, 

koishikarikere    I cannot help cherish it even more. 

山彦のよそに答へし声なれど言問ひしこそ恋しかりけれ 

In reply: 

[270] 

yoso nagara    I would much rather 

henamu to zo omou   keep this distance between us, 

koishiki ga    for I know 

narete no nochi wa   that your love will vanish 

araji to omoeba   once we are well acquainted. 

よそながら経なむとぞ思ふ恋しきが馴れての後はあらじと思へば 

When someone made a solemn vow before travelling: 

[271] 

iu koto mo    If I were to ever dishonor 

tanomuru koto mo   the things I say 

ayamataba    and the things I promise you, 

yo ni furu mi tomo   I would no longer be 

araji to zo omou   alive in this world. 

言ふことも頼むることもあやまたば世に経る身ともあらじとぞ思ふ 

In reply: 

[272] 

iu koto no    If the things you say 

tagawanu mono ni   are indeed honored 



375 

 

aramaseba    with no broken promises, 

nochi uki koto zo   I would not be hearing later news 

kikoezaramashi   of things that bring me great pains. 

言ふことの違はぬものにあらませば後憂きことぞ聞こえざらまし 

Upon hearing that someone was spreading unfounded lies: 

[273] 

namidagawa    I shall cleanse my reputation 

wa ga na kiyomemu   with the river of my own tears. 

momoshiki no    If only the hearts 

hito no kokoro o   of the people at court 

makura ni mogana   were my pillow, which knows the truth. 

涙川我が名清めむ百敷の人の心を枕にもがな 

In reply: 

[274] 

namida nomi    So that we can tell each other 

shiru mi no usa mo   about the pains 

katarubeku    that our tears alone know, 

nageku kokoro o   I wish to pillow my head 

makura ni mo semu   on your lamenting heart. 

涙のみ知る身の憂さも語るべく嘆く心を枕にもせむ 

[275] 

oto ni nomi    Why is it that I can only hear your voice, 

koe o kikuramu   without ever having a chance to meet? 
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ashihiki no    Even though you’re not the water 

yamashita mizu ni   that flows in the mountain streams, 

aranu mono kara   hidden from the eyes of all. 

音にのみ声を聞くらむあしひきの山下水にあらぬものから 

I visited someone’s place during autumn, returned home late in the night, and composed 

and sent the following early the next morning: 

[276] 

fukeshi yo no    I was greeted 

yukiai no shimo ni   with the frost that I came across 

uteshikado    during the late night, 

nado mi ni samuku   but why is it that the frost 

atarazarikemu    does not feel at all cold? 

更けし夜の行き合ひの霜に打てしかどなど身に寒く当たらざりけむ 

[277] 

ise wataru    The river that spans many a rapid 

kawa wa sode yori   flows forth from my sleeve. 

nagaruredo    Always sending letters 

tou ni towarenu   but never visited in return, 

mi wa ukinikeri   I float on the river in sorrow. 

いせ渡る川は袖よりながるれど問ふにとはれぬ身はうきにけり 

The Chancellor of the Realm sent the following during a time when we could not meet, 

even though he had deep feelings for me: 

[278] 
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koro o hete    When we do not see each other 

aiminu toki wa    for a long time, 

shiratama no    my tears of while pearls 

namida mo haru no   apparently have turned into 

iro kawarikeri    the color of spring. 

頃を経て逢ひ見ぬ時は白玉の涙も春の色変はりけり 

In reply: 

[279] 

hito kouru    The tears I shed 

namida wa haru zo   while longing for you 

nurumikeru     are warm, as befitting of the spring season. 

taenu omoi no    They must have been heated up 

wakasu narubeshi   by the flame of my unceasing feelings. 

人恋ふる涙は春ぞぬるみける絶えぬ思ひの沸かすなるべし 

On the bower vine: 

[280] 

kurenai no    If only my crimson tears 

namida shi koku wa   were of a deep enough color 

midori iro no    to dye my green sleeve, 

sode momijitemo   at least then it would appear 

miemashi mono o   to be the same color as autumn leaves. 

紅の涙し濃くは緑色の袖もみぢても見えましものを 

[281] 
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kurenai ni    I once heard 

namida utsuru to   that tears could turn 

kikishi o ba    a crimson color. 

nado itsuwari to   How could I have thought 

ware omoikemu   that was falsehood? 

紅に涙移ると聞きしをばなどいつはりと我思ひけむ 

Someone sent a small child to me, saying: “Make this your child,” thus [I sent back]: 

[282] 

katatoki no    Such a fleeting affair we had, 

hito o mishi ma ni   yet what awaits me 

yoru mono wa    at the end of it all 

tada kataoi ni    is this little child— 

naru zo kanashiki   how sad. 

片時の人を見し間に寄るものはただ片生ひになるぞ悲しき 

On a painting of the seventh day of the Seventh Month: 

[283] 

ari to dani    If only we were not 

katami ni mienu   both visible to each other, 

mono naraba    then there would at least be 

wasururu hodo mo   some moments 

aramashi mono o   when we could forget these feelings. 

ありとだにかたみに見えぬものならば忘るる程もあらましものを 

[284] 
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orihaete    It seems that the cuckoo 

nakinuberanari   is going to cry for a long while 

hototogisu    as it jumps back and forth 

shigeki nageki no   between the many branches— 

edagoto ni ite    as many as my own laments. 

折はへてなきぬべらなり郭公しげきなげきの枝ごとに居て 

In condolence of someone’s sibling passing away: 

[285] 

ube mo naku   It goes without saying, 

taremo okurenu  none of us can avoid 

mi naredomo   going down that path someday, 

tomaru wa yuku o  but watching the one who left 

aware to ya mishi  must have been been painful for the one who stayed. 

うべもなく誰も遅れぬ身なれどもとまるは逝くをあはれとや見し 

In reply: 

[286] 

somukarenu    Rather than the predestined life 

matsu no chitose no   of a thousand years 

hodo yori wa    of the pine trees, 

tomodomo to dani   I’d much rather wish 

shitaware zo seshi   I could at least go with them. 

背かれぬ松の千歳の程よりは共々とだにしたはれぞせし 

[287] 
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tomodomo to    I wonder what is the color 

shitau namida no   of the water flowing 

kawamizu wa    in the river of tears 

ikanaru iro ka    that you shed while longing 

shite nagarekemu   to go with your loved one. 

共々と慕ふ涙の川水はいかなる色かしてながれけむ 

Someone wrote: 

[288] 

harugasumi    Like the spring mist 

hakanaku tachite   that fleetingly rises, 

wakaru tomo    you suddenly take your leave. 

kaze yori hoka ni   Other than the wind, 

tare ka toubeki   who else would come to see me? 

春霞はかなく立ちて別るとも風よりほかに誰か訪ふべき 

[289] 

me ni mienu    If I were to send my heart 

kaze o kokoro ni   along with the wind 

taguetsutsu    that is invisible to the eye, 

yaraba kasumi ni   I’m sure you would tire of me, 

akare koso seme   for you are like the fleeting mist. 

目に見えぬ風を心にたぐへつつ遣らば霞に飽かれこそせめ 

[290] 

ukinagara    Even though it pains me, 
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hito o wasuremu   it is not so easy 

koto katami    to forget about someone; 

mata kokoro ni zo   yet at the same time, 

katsu sawarikeru   my heart is still hung up on them. 

憂きながら人を忘れむこと難みまた心にぞかつ障りける 

Someone who was greatly troubled over some matter headed out to some place during the 

winter and on the road, they saw a fire burning, thus [they composed]: 

[291] 

fuyugare no    If I could think of myself 

nobe to wa ga mi o   as a field where all the plants 

omoiseba    have withered from the winter cold, 

moemu haru o mo   I could then wait for spring when new lives sprout, 

matamashi mono o   as the flame of my feelings burn, but… 

冬枯れの野辺と我が身を思ひせばもえむ春をも待たましものを 

[292] 

sumu sato wa    The village where I live 

kumoji naranedo   is not on the path of clouds, 

hatsukari no    but like the first geese 

naki watari nuru   that cry as they pass, 

mono ni zarikeru   I am also crying day and night. 

住む里は雲路ならねど初雁のなき渡りぬるものにざりける 

When someone was exiled: 

[293] 
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sekitomuru    The tears I tried to hold back 

namida itsumi ni   could not be stopped, 

taesezu wa    and so they flowed on, 

nagaruru mi o zo   just like how I was unable 

todomezarikeru   to stop you from being swept to Izumi. 

せき止むる涙いつみにたえせずはながるるみをぞとどめざりける 

Someone sent: 

[294] 

fukaki omoi   The words I promised you 

sometsu to iishi  back when my heart was first dyed 

kotonoha wa   a deep scarlet color 

itsuka akikaze   are still true to this day. 

fukite chirinuru  When would they be blown away by the autumn wind? 

深き思ひそめつと言ひし言の葉はいつかあき風吹きて散りぬる 

In reply: 

[295] 

kokoro naki   I have not a heart, 

mi wa kusaki ni mo  and I am not at all 

aranaku ni   like the plants that change colors; 

aki fuku kaze ni  why must I be doubted 

utagawaruramu  by the wind of exhausted love that blows in autumn? 

心なき身は草木にもあらなくにあき吹く風に疑はるらむ 

[296] 
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koe tatete    What truly pains me 

nakedo nakarezu   is when I want to cry out loud 

uki mono wa    but find myself unable to do so— 

mi no mada moenu   when my body is yet to burn 

hodo ni zarikeru   from the flame of passion. 

声立てて泣けど泣かれずうきものは身のまだ燃えぬほどにざりける 

[297] 

hito shirenu   Is it because of the flame of my passion, 

wa ga omoi ni ya  unbeknownst to anyone, 

aki no no no   that even though I’m not the grass in an autumn field, 

kusa ni mo arazu  I feel as if I might just burn 

kogare chiruramu  and wither away from this all-consuming love? 

人知れぬ我が思ひにや秋の野の草にもあらずこがれ散るらむ 

[298] 

aki narazu    It is not autumn, the season of exhausted love, 

chiru ko no ha to mo   and he does not appear to be 

mienaku ni    a leaf that easily scatters, 

tsuyu ya wa hito no   yet I wonder if his heart 

kokoro to smo naru   has turned into a fleeting dew. 

秋ならず散る木の葉とも見えなくに露やは人の心ともなる 

[299] 

yomo no ama mo   I’ve always thought of my tears 

kazuki wabu chō   as the pearls that divers everywhere 
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shiratama to    struggle to collect, 

mishi mi ni sode wa   and it seems that my sleeve 

umi to nariniki    has become the sea itself. 

四方の海人もかづきわぶてふ白玉と見し身に袖は海となりにき 

[300] 

nure kazuki    Like a diver gathering seaweed under the water, 

tamamo kazukedo   I cover myself with a wet skirt,  

akanaku ni    never tiring of crying, 

tanomishi miru no   but there is no seaweed to be found, 

taete nakereba    just as there are no chances of meeting. 

濡れかづき玉藻かづけど飽かなくに頼みしみるの絶えてなければ 

On the last day of the Third Month, a bush warbler was singing as the rain fell, thus [I 

composed]: 

[301] 

yuku haru o    After raising a single cry 

hitokoe nakite    lamenting the passing of spring, 

uguisu wa    the bush warbler 

yonoma namida o   saved up its tears 

tamuru narikeri   throughout the evening. 

行く春を一声鳴きて鶯は夜の間涙をたむるなりけり 

[302] 

aki no tsuki    If the autumn moon 

hitoe ni akanu    is truly something 
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mono naraba    one cannot easily tire of, 

namida o komete   I will save up my tears 

yado shite zo miru   and look at the moon’s reflection there. 

秋の月ひとへにあかぬものならば涙を込めて宿してぞ見る 

[303] 

harugasumi    For the geese to return, 

tatsu o misutete    leaving behind 

yuku kari wa    the rising spring mist, 

hana naki sato ni   are they be used to living 

sumi ya naraeru   in a village without blossoms? 

春霞立つを見捨てて行く雁は花なき里に住みや馴らへる 

Not knowing where I was, a man told me: “I thought you had hidden yourself” during an 

occasion when I was leaving for somewhere, thus [I replied]: 

[304] 

omoigawa    The river of my reverie flows ceaselessly, 

taezu nagaruru   and so do my tears, 

mizu no awa no   but even though I’m like the brittle water foam, 

utakata hito ni    I would never vanish 

awade kieme ya   without having seen you. 

思ひ川絶えずながるる水の泡のうたかた人に逢はで消えめや 

The cherry blossoms were blooming very beautifully, so I broke off a branch and sent it 

to a friend. They sent back: 

[305] 
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sakurabana    This branch of cherry blossoms 

iro wa hitoshiki   may be comparable to you 

eda naredo    in its beauty, 

katami ni mireba   but as I can only see it as a memento of you, 

nagusamanu kana   my heart remains unconsoled. 

桜花色はひとしき枝なれどかたみに見れば慰まぬかな 

In reply: 

[306] 

minu hito no    I did not break off that branch 

katamigatera wa   to have it serve as a memento 

orazariki    for my own self, whom you cannot see; 

kimi ni nazurau   after all, my appearance 

iro ni shi araneba   is no match for your own. 

見ぬ人のかたみがてらは折らざりき君になずらふ色にしあらねば 

A friend of mine was being troubled over something, so I asked after them: 

[307] 

yo no naka wa    What, oh what could have become 

ikani ya ikani    of your relationship? 

kaze no oto o    Just hearing 

kiku ni tsuketemo   the sound of the wind 

mono ya kanashiki   must somehow bring sadness. 

世の中はいかにやいかに風の音を聞くにつけても物や悲しき 

In reply: 
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[308] 

yo no naka wa    What, oh what could become 

isa tomo isa ya   of our relationship? 

kaze no oto wa    The sound of the wind 

aki ni aki sou    makes me feel as if the sadness of autumn 

kokochi koso sure   is further aggravated by that of exhausted love. 

世の中はいさともいさや風の音はあきにあきそふ心地こそすれ 

On the occasion when I accompanied the empress to Enjōji: 

[309] 

hisakata no    When the moon 

tsuki no matoka ni   on the high heavens 

naru koro wa    becomes full, 

momiji wa su tomo   pray don’t let the late autumn rain fall, 

shigurezaranamu   even if the leaves may color. 

ひさかたの月のまとかになる頃はもみぢはすとも時雨ざらなむ 

[310] 

wa ga tame ni    What is the grudge 

nani no ata to ka   that the spring wind 

harukaze no    holds against me? 

oshimu wa shireru   Why must it blow at the flowers, of all things, 

hana ni shimo fuku   even when it knows how I love them so? 

我がために何のあたとか春風の惜しむと知れる花にしも吹く 

[311] 
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asana asana    Morning after morning, 

sode o ya shiboru   the grasshopper must be 

kirigirisu    wringing its sleeve, 

yoru wa sugara ni   seeing as it spends every sleepless night 

naki akashitsutsu   crying until it turns into day. 

朝な朝な袖をや絞るきりぎりす夜はすがらになきあかしつつ 

When the emperor also renounced the world, the Shichijō Empress composed: 

[312] 

hito watasu    I have never helped anyone 

koto dani naki o   reach salvation, 

nani shi kamo    yet ironically, 

Nagara no hashi to   it looks like I have turned into the Nagara Bridge, 

mi no narinikemu   destined to live out my long life in old age.  

人渡すことだになきを何しかも長柄の橋と見のなりにけむ 

In reply: 

[313] 

fururu mi wa    It must be my own old self 

namida no kawa ni   that is reflected 

miyureba ya    in the river of your tears; 

Nagara no hashi ni   that’s why you mistook yourself 

ayamataruramu   for the Nagara Bridge. 

古るる身は涙の川に見ゆればや長柄の橋にあやまたるらむ 

[314] 
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aki no yo ni    The silver dew that gathers 

nede okiitaru    during the long autumn night 

shiratsuyu wa    when I stay up without sleep 

hitori aru hito no   must be the tears I shed in loneliness, 

nareru narubeshi   having lost the interest of my lover. 

あきの夜に寝でおきゐたる白露は一人ある人のなれるなるべし 

[315] 

ito madaki    Autumn has passed by 

suginuru aki no   all too quickly, 

katami ni wa    and the only memento 

eda ni momiji zo   is the colored leaves 

chirisashinikeru   still remaining on the branches. 

いとまだき過ぎぬる秋の形見には枝に紅葉ぞ散りさしにける 

Someone sent: 

[316] 

Ausaka no    The barrier at the Meeting Slope, 

seki wa yoru koso   which stands in the way of lovers meeting, 

morimasare    is guarded even more strictly at night. 

kurenaba nani o   What could I possibly rely on 

ware tanomuramu   once the sun goes down? 

逢坂の関は夜こそ守りまされ暮れなば何を我頼むらむ 

In reply: 

[317] 
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morimasedo    Though the guarding is stricter, 

yoru wa nao koso   night is still the time 

tanomarure    you can most rely on: 

nuru ma mo araba   so long as the guard falls asleep, 

kosamu to omoeba   I think you can cross over. 

守りませど夜はなほこそ頼まるれ寝る間もあらば越さむと思へば 

[318] 

sakurabana    The cherry blossoms 

toshi ni kaenedo   do not change as each year goes by, 

utsusemi no    but they still scatter 

yo o tameshi nite   because they learned 

chiru ni zarikeru   from this impermanent world. 

桜花年にかへねど空蝉の世をためしにて散るにざりける 

[319] 

nagori naku    The pearl  

migakarenikeru   that has been polished 

shiratama wa    until there’s no blemish left 

harau sode ni mo   does not leave behind even a trace of dirt 

chiri dani zo inu   when I brush my sleeve. 

名残なく磨かれにける白玉は払ふ袖にも塵だにぞ居ぬ 

On a painting of a man lying down in exhaustion after searching in vain for the road to 

Karamori the Millionaire’s house: 

[320] 
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yae tomuru    The road overgrown with plants 

michi wa yume ni mo   seems to cause confusion 

madou rashi    even in a dream— 

nuru tama ni sae   it does not look like even my sleeping soul 

au to mieneba    can hope to see her. 

八重とむる道は夢にもまどふらし寝る魂にさへ逢ふと見えねば 

Someone sent: 

[321] 

katami ni mo    The rain has started falling— 

mi o shiru ame no   one that tells us both 

furishikaba    our own places, 

ware mo sekiaezu   and so I can no longer hold back my tears, 

kimi mo koshikaba   for you came to see me in the rain. 

かたみにも身を知る雨の降りしかば我も堰きあへず君も来しかば 

[322] 

nurekaeri    Completely soaked, 

sekarenu mio ni   I must have been pulled along 

hikarete ya    the unstoppable flow of my tears, 

ware sae uki ni   and that’s why even I was painfully swept 

nagare yorikemu   all the way to the muddy swamp. 

濡れ返り堰かれぬみをに引かれてや我さへうきにながれ寄りけむ 

[323] 

yume tote mo    Pray don’t tell anyone, 
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hito ni kataru na   even if it’s only a dream. 

shiru to ieba    As they say the pillow knows it all, 

tamakura naranu   we didn’t even sleep on a pillow 

makura dani sezu   and chose our arms instead. 

夢とても人に語るな知るといへば手枕ならぬ枕だにせず 

[324] 

itazura ni    If you could wrap up 

tamaru namida no   all the tears you saved 

tsutsumareba    that served no purpose, 

kore shite kete to   I would tell you to use that 

iwamashi mono o   to put out the fire of your passion, but… 

いたづらに溜まる涙のつつまればこれして消てと言はましものを 

Someone sent: 

[325] 

omokage wa    Could my reflection, so clearly seen 

mitsu ni tsuketemo   on the water surface 

miezu ya wa    be invisible to you? 

kokoro ni norite   How could it, when my heart is filled 

kogareshi mono o   with fervent longing for you? 

面影はみつにつけても見えずやは心に乗りてこがれしものを 

In reply: 

[326] 

kokoro ni ya    Would you say that your heart is filled 
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norite kogareshi   with fervent longing for me? 

Ōmi chō    If so, the name Ōmi—“Lovers Meeting”— 

na wa itazura ni   must be in vain indeed, 

mizukage mo sede   for I cannot see a single trace of your reflection. 

心にや乗りてこがれしあふみてふ名はいたづらにみづかげもせで 

[327] 

wasuraruru    Without even knowing 

wa ga mi o shirade   that I have been forgotten, 

hamachidori    I foolishly held on to my hope 

fumitometeki to   that my letters have been kept, 

tanomikeru kana   like the footprints of a plover on the shore. 

忘らるる我が身を知らで浜千鳥ふみとめてきと頼みけるかな 

[328] 

ai mo minu   I soaked myself while trying to cross 

toshi no watari ni  the ferry landing where we get to meet 

nurekureba   only once in a year’s time, 

mio fukakaranu  but as the water here is not deep, 

kokoro to ya miru  I wonder if you would think my feelings are shallow. 

逢ひも見ぬ年の渡りに濡れ来ればみを深からぬ心とや見る 

[329] 

wa ga gotoku   No one could be as absorbed as I am 

mono wa omowaji  in pensive thoughts about love, 

tanabata mo   for even the Tanabata Maiden and her lover 



394 

 

au nanuka o shi  have the seventh day of the Seventh Month 

machiizu to omoeba  to look forward to for their meeting. 

我がごとく物は思はじ七夕も逢ふ七日をし待ちいづと思へば 

Someone sent: 

[330] 

wasuru chō    The Tanabata Maiden and her lover 

koto o mo shiranu   never forget about the day they get to meet: 

tanabata ya    they probably wait 

toshi no watari o   at the ferry landing 

machite auramu   for when they get to meet once in a year’s time. 

忘るてふことをも知らぬ七夕や年の渡りを待ちて逢ふらむ 

[331] 

kagiri naku    The tears I shed endlessly 

omou namida ya   while thinking about him 

kawa to mite    must have turned into a river. 

watarigataku wa   Would it make it even harder for him 

nari masaruramu   to cross over to my side? 

限りなく思ふ涙やかはと見て渡りがたくはなりまさるらむ 

[332] 

yo to sadamu    Though it may be hard 

koto koso mi ni wa   for us to be husband and wife 

kataku tomo    given who I am, 

yume bakari ni wa   I still hope you would at least 
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nao mo mienamu   appear to me in my dream. 

世と定むことこそ身には難くとも夢ばかりにはなほも見えなむ 

[333] 

kakurenu no    Like the grass that grows 

soko no shitakusa   at the bottom of a hidden swamp, 

migakurete    going through a love 

shirarenu koi wa    that I have to hide from everyone else 

kurushikarikeri   is truly painful, indeed. 

隠れ沼の底の下草み隠れて知られぬ恋は苦しかりけり 

In reply: 

[334] 

migakurete    If the grass is so short 

kakuru bakari no   that it can be hidden completely 

shitakusa o    under the water, 

nagakaraji tomo   I’m afraid your feelings for me 

omōyuru kana    will not last that long, either. 

み隠れて隠るばかりの下草を長からじとも思ほゆるかな 

[335] 

niou ka no    That flower, with its exquisite scent 

kimi omōyuru    and its splendid beauty 

hana nareba    reminds me of you, my beloved, 

oru shizuku nimo   and so my sleeve is soaked 

sode zo nurenuru   from the drops that fall when I pick the flower. 



396 

 

匂ふ香の君思ほゆる花なれば折る雫にも袖ぞ濡れぬる 

[336] 

mume no hana    As soon as the plum blossoms 

chiru chō nae ni   started scattering, 

harusame no    like the spring rain, 

furiidetsutsu naku   the bush warbler started crying, 

uguisu no koe    wrenching out its voice. 

梅の花散るてふなへに春雨のふりいでつつ鳴く鶯の声 

[337] 

ashihiki no    The cuckoo came out 

yama wa tōshi to   to the village 

hototogisu    to cry about 

sato ni idete zo   how far away 

ne o ba nakikeru   the foot-trailing mountain is. 

あしひきの山は遠しと郭公里に出でてぞ音をばなきける 

[338] 

hitaburu ni    If I could vanish, 

kieba kienamu    I wish I would vanish completely, 

tsuyu no mi no    for even though I’m like a fleeting dewdrop, 

tama tomo narazu   my soul has no place it belongs, 

oki magauramu   and it just ends up losing its way. 

ひたぶるに消えば消えなむ露の身のたまともならずおきまがふらむ 

Someone sent: 
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[339] 

mizukuki no    Such is our fate 

kayou bakari no   that the most we can do 

sukuse nite    is exchanging letters, 

kumoinagara ni   and things should end while we’re still as far apart 

hatene to ya kaku   as the lofty clouds—is that what you meant? 

水茎の通ふばかりの宿世にて雲居ながらに果てねとや書く 

[340] 

kumoi ni mo    I wish you would put your fate 

kayou kanashi to   in the hands of someone 

omoubeki    whom you still love dearly, 

hito ni sukuse wa   even when she is far above the clouds 

okamashi mono o   and can only exchange letters. 

雲居にも通ふかなしと思ふべき人に宿世はおかましものを 

[341] 

shiratsuyu no    Rather than staying up all night, 

okite aiminu    like the silver dew gathering on leaves, 

koto yori wa    and still having no chance of meeting, 

kinu kaeshitsutsu   I’m going to turn my robe inside out 

nenamu to zo omou   and sleep on it in hope of dreaming of you. 

白露のおきて逢ひ見ぬことよりは衣返しつつ寝なむとぞ思ふ 

Someone who had left for Ono sent: 

[342] 
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mada kakaru    I have never been 

tabi shi nakereba   on such a journey before, 

kusamakura    so it never occurred to me 

tsuyukekaramu to   that the traveler’s grass pillow 

omowazarishi o   would be this damp from dewdrop and tears. 

まだかかるたびしなければ草枕露けからむと思はざりしを 

In reply: 

[343] 

kusamakura    Was your grass pillow soaked 

tsuyu bakari ni ya   only a little bit 

nurenikemu    from the dew? 

tomareru sode wa   As for me who stayed behind, 

shiborishi mono o   the tears had to be wrung out from my sleeve. 

草枕つゆばかりにや濡れにけむとまれる袖は絞りしものを 

[344] 

toshinaka ni    Looks like I have turned into 

aitemo awazu    someone who laments 

nagekikemu    about how we only met once 

hito no ue koso   and no more after that, 

wa ga mi narikere   even though it’s already the middle of the year. 

年中に逢ひても逢はず嘆きけむ人の上こそ我が身なりけれ 

[345] 

omou koto    Everything between us ended 
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nakute yamikemu   with you not even so much 

naka o shimo    as caring for me,  

wa ga mi no ue ni   so why do these unfounded rumors about me 

naki na masuramu   just keep on increasing? 

思ふことなくてやみけむ仲をしも我が身の上になき名ますらむ 

On an occasion when the emperor headed out to some location, he saw many maiden 

flowers blooming and sent someone to ask me to submit some of the blossoms to him. Upon 

hearing that I did, the Biwa Captain sent: 

[346] 

ominaeshi    As you broke off 

orikemu eda no   each maiden flower stem, 

fushigoto ni    I wonder if you were reminded 

suginishi kimi o   of each of the occasions 

omoiide ya seshi   when you served our Lord. 

女郎花折りけむ枝のふしごとに過ぎにし君を思ひ出でやせし 

In reply: 

[347] 

ominaeshi    Whether or not 

ori mo orazu mo   I picked the maiden flowers, 

inishie o    I don’t think what happened in the past 

sara ni kakubeki   is something to bring up 

koto naranu kana   at this point. 

女郎花折りも折らずもいにしへをさらにかくべきことならぬかな 
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On seeing many pinks blooming, the Head of the Right Capital Bureau composed: 

[348] 

wa ga sode ni    If the color is to transfer to my sleeve, 

utsuraba utsure   let it do so. 

te mo yamazu    Perhaps I will pick these pinks 

tsumi ya iremashi   without rest 

nadeshiko no hana   and put them in my sleeve. 

我が袖に移らば移れ手もやまず摘みや入れまし撫子の花 

[349] 

koki kagiri    So long as the color is still strong, 

koto wa tsumiirete   if it’s all the same, I shall pick the pinks 

nadeshiko no    to put them in my sleeve, 

utsureru sode no   and perhaps then I’ll show you 

iro zo misemashi   the color that’s been transferred there. 

こきかぎりことは摘み入れて撫子の移れる袖の色ぞ見せまし 

On the occasion when the late Prince Nakatsukasa borrowed a koto from me, he returned 

it along with the following poem: 

[350] 

azumagoto    As this zither 

haru no shirabe o   that I borrowed from you 

karishikaba    was tuned to the melody of spring, 

kaeshimono tomo   it never occurred to me 

omowazarikeri   that I’d need to eventually return it. 
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東琴春の調べを借りしかば返し物とも思はざりけり 

In reply: 

[351] 

hodo mo naku    The words you sent 

kaesu ni masaru   make me so much happier 

kotonoha wa    than having the zither returned immediately; 

hito no togamenu   it is accompanied with sounds 

ne o ya souramu   so splendid that no one can find fault with. 

程もなく返すにまさることのはは人のとがめぬ音をや添ふらむ 

[352] 

kaeshitemo    Though I have returned the zither, 

akanu kokoro o   it is sent back along with my feeling 

soetsureba    of wishing I could keep it for longer, 

tsune yori koe no   so the sounds it makes 

masaru naruramu   must surely be more splendid than usual. 

返しても飽かぬ心を添へつれば常より声のまさるなるらむ 

In reply: 

[353] 

michi yori ya    Perhaps the feelings you sent along 

souru kokoro no   have returned to you 

kaerikemu    in the middle of the way, 

shiranu koe naru   for I don’t think I can hear 

koto mo kikoenu   any different sounds than usual. 
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道よりや添ふる心の帰りけむ知らぬ声なることも聞こえぬ 

Someone sent: 

[354] 

nigorie no    It may be difficult to turn clear 

sumamu koto koso   the water in a muddy inlet, 

katakarame    and likewise, it may be difficult 

ikade honoka ni   for us to live together, 

kage o dani mimu   but I wish to faintly see your outline, at least. 

濁り江のすまむことこそかたからめいかでほのかに影をだに見む 

In reply: 

[355] 

sumu koto no   Like the water that is hard to turn clear, 

katakarubeki ni  it is hard for us to be together, 

nigorie no   and thus my outline is bound to be soaked 

koiji ni kage no  from my tears while wandering lost on the path of love, 

nurenuberanari  as if it’s soaked from the inlet’s mud. 

すむことのかたかるべきに濁り江のこひぢに影の濡れぬべらなり 

[356] 

matsu hito no    Is it because he whom I wait for 

mienu kara ni ya   is nowhere to be seen? 

sayo fukete    Even as the night grows late 

tsuki no iru ni mo   and the moon starts setting, 

ne wa nakaruramu   I’m on the verge of crying out loud. 
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待つ人の見えぬからにやさ夜ふけて月の入るにも音は泣かるらむ 

Around the time of the Little Box Contest held by the Venerated Mother of the Crown 

Prince, I was going to present to the empress a box with some budding red plums in it and sent 

along the following: 

[357] 

kimi ni to shi    For you, my lady, 

omoi kakureba    who holds a special place in my heart, 

uguisu no    I would not begrudge 

hana no kushige mo   even a comb-box containing 

oshimazarikeru   a spray of the warbler’s beloved blossoms. 

君にとし思ひかくれば鶯の花の櫛笥も惜しまざりける 

In august reply: 

[358] 

Mizunoe no    As I think of this as the memento 

katami to omoeba   from Mizunoe, 

uguisu no    I couldn’t bring myself 

hana no kushige mo   to even open and look inside 

akete dani mizu   the comb-box with the warbler’s beloved blossoms. 

水の江のかたみと思へば鶯の花の櫛笥も開けてだに見ず 

Someone composed on the topic “Late is the night that does not break into dawn”: 

[359] 

toshi no uchi ni   Looks like I have turned into 

aitemo awazu    someone who laments 
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nagekikemu    about how we only met once 

hito no ue koso   and no more after that, 

wa ga mi narikere   within this year. 

年の内に逢ひても逢はず嘆きけむ人の上こそ我が身なりけれ 

[360] 

hitokoe o    Having heard just a single instance 

kikite no nochi wa   of your voice, 

hototogisu    O cuckoo, 

awanu satsuki wa   I refuse to believe the conventional idea 

araji to zo omou   that the Fifth Month is not good for marriage. 

一声を聞きての後は郭公逢はぬ五月はあらじとぞ思ふ 

In reply: 

[361] 

kiku koe o    If you would like to hear 

nagaku to omowaba   the cuckoo’s voice 

hototogisu    for a long time, 

imu satsuki o ba   why would you not wait 

sugushi ya wa senu   until the unlucky Fifth Month is over? 

聞く声を長くと思はば郭公忌む五月をば過ぐしやはせぬ 

Someone failed to reply to me, so I broke off a branch of maple leaves and sent with the 

following on a day when the late autumn rain was falling: 

[362] 

kotonoha no    It is painful enough 



405 

 

utsurou dani mo   when your words turn out to be untrue, 

aru mono o    like the leaves that change colors, 

itodo shigure no   but with the late autumn rain increasingly falling, 

furi masaruramu   my tears also fall ever more. 

言の葉の移ろふだにもあるものをいとど時雨のふりまさるらむ 

In reply: 

[363] 

shigure ni shi    Though the words you said 

nure to nurenuru   may be completely soaked 

kotonoha wa    by the late autumn rain 

usunagara dani   and their colors may have faded, 

chirazu mo aranamu   I hope they won’t scatter, at least. 

時雨にし濡れと濡れぬる言の葉は薄ながらだに散らずもあらなむ 

Sent upon seeing the cherry blossoms at my neighbor’s house: 

[364] 

kakigoshi ni    Even looking at the cherry blossoms 

miredomo akazu   from across the fence, 

sakurabana    I cannot tire of it. 

nenagara kaze no   How I wish the wind would blow 

fuki mo kosanamu   the whole tree and its roots over to my side. 

垣越しに見れども飽かず桜花根ながら風の吹きも越さなむ 

In reply: 

[365] 



406 

 

sakurabana    Did I think only of myself 

uete ware nomi   when I planted 

mimu to ka wa    this cherry tree? 

tonari ariki mo   No, I thought maybe you would come close 

hito ya suru tote   to take a look at it. 

桜花植ゑて我のみ見むとかは隣歩きも人やするとて 

[366] 

karisome ni    I wish it had never been dyed 

somezaramashi o   with such half-hearted feelings— 

karakoromo    now the colors of the Cathay robe 

kaeranu iro o    cannot be returned to before, 

uramitsuru kana   and how much I loathe it. 

かりそめに染めざらましを唐衣かへらぬ色をうらみつるかな 

[367] 

mi ni shimite    So deeply have these colors 

fukaku shi nareba   permeated my body 

karakoromo    that I do not know 

kaesu kata koso   how to return the Cathay robe 

shirarezarikere   to the state it was before. 

身に染みて深くしなれば唐衣かへす方こそ知られざりけれ 

Catching a glimpse of a certain someone, a man sent: 

[368] 

mizu kikazu    Had I not seen you 
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aramashi toki wa   or heard things about you, 

shizuhata no    would I have been plagued with these feelings 

tatenuki midaru   that resemble the tangled pattern 

omoi semashi ya   created by a shizu loom? 

見ず聞かずあらまし時は倭文機の縦緯乱る思ひせましや 

In reply: 

[369] 

naozari no    Those casual feelings of yours, 

yukute ni kakaru   just preying on an opportunity, 

tatenuki wa    are like those easily tangled threads— 

nagaraeji tomo   I am of the opinion 

omōyuru kana    that they won’t last very long. 

なほざりの行くてにかかる縦緯は長らへじとも思ほゆるかな 

On the anniversary of the passing of the emperor: 

[370] 

hanasusuki    I am not the “Calling Bird” 

yobukodori ni mo   that longingly calls out to people 

aranedomo    like the flowering pampas grass, 

mukashi koishiki   but I did cry out 

ne o zo nakinuru   as I yearned for the past. 

花薄呼子鳥にもあらねども昔恋しき音をぞなきぬる 

[371] 

wa ga sode no    The flowering pampas grass 
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kawari ni ouru    has grown to take the place 

hanasusuki    of my own sleeves; 

hito o maneku to   there is no way you cannot know 

shirazarame ya wa   I am beckoning to you. 

我が袖の代りに生ふる花薄人を招くと知らざらめやは 

[372] 

sayo fukete    When the night is late 

nerarenu ori wa   and I am unable to fall asleep, 

hototogisu    I cry, like the cuckoo, 

kimi ni kikarenu   with the sounds 

 ne o zo nakinuru   you cannot hear. 

 さ夜更けて寝られぬ折は郭公君に聞かれぬ音をぞなきぬる 

 [373] 

 hito machite    Night after night, when I cry 

nakitsutsu akasu   all the way until dawn, 

yona yona wa    waiting for a person who wouldn’t come, 

itazura ne ni mo   alone I sleep, 

narinubeki kana   and it is all in vain. 

人待ちて泣きつつ明かす夜な夜なはいたづら寝にもなりぬべきかな 

[374] 

satsuki koba    Once the Fifth Month comes,  

naki mo furinamu   I suppose even your cries 

hototogisu    will grow dull to my ears, O Cuckoo, 
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madashiki hodo no   so I hope to hear your voice 

koe o kikabaya   while the days are still young. 

五月来ば鳴きも古りなむ郭公まだしきほどの声を聞かばや 

On an occasion when I came to the residence of someone at Kyōgoku, they had left for 

somewhere else to avoid a tabooed direction, so I entrusted this with someone living in the area: 

[375] 

kono sato ni    Would that you had also come out 

shirube ni kimi mo   to this village 

idekonamu    to be my guide, 

miyako hotori ni   for I had come all the way 

ware wa kinikeri   to this edge of the capital. 

この里にしるべに君も出で来なむ都ほとりに我は来にけり 

When someone was exiled to Izu: 

[376] 

sekitomuru    The tears I tried to hold back 

namida izumi ni   would never run out, 

tsukiseneba    and so they flowed on, 

nagaruru mi o zo   just like how I was unable 

todomezarikeru   to stop you from being swept to Izumi. 

せき止むる涙いづみに尽きせねばながるるみをぞとどめざりける 

[377] 

kawa no se ni    Your sleeves may become soaked, 

ukite nagaruru    floating on the river rapids 
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hodo yori wa    made from your own tears, 

koromo no sode no   but so much more so are mine, 

nuremasaru kana   soaked through and through with my tears. 

川の瀬に浮きてながるるほどよりは衣の袖の濡れまさるかな 

[378] 

sumu kata o    As the flowering pampas grass 

shirushi to maneku   beckons invitingly, 

hanasusuki    pointing to its abode, 

kokoro yowaku zo   the wind, having so little resolve, 

kaze mo fuku rashi   is blowing over there, it seems. 

住む方をしるしと招く花薄心弱くぞ風も吹くらし 

[379] 

kite mireba    Having come all the way 

Nago no ura made   to the Bay of Nago, 

yoru kai no    I find myself yearning for you constantly, 

hiroi mo aezu    like the shells that constantly wash ashore 

kimi zo koishiki   in such great numbers, I cannot gather them all. 

来てみればなごの浦まで寄る貝の拾ひもあへず君ぞ恋しき 

[380] 

Mikumano no    Like a boat that has rowed out 

ura yori ochi ni   to the far distance 

kogu fune no    at beautiful Kumano Bay, 

ware o ba yoso ni   how distant you have grown, 
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hedatetsuru kana   becoming estranged from me. 

み熊野の浦より遠方に漕ぐ舟の我をばよそに隔てつるかな 

[381] 

omoiizu ya    Do you still remember? 

Mino no Oyama no   I would never forget 

hitotsu matsu    the vow we made 

chigirishi koto wa   upon the lone pine tree 

matamo wasurezu   on the mountain at Mino. 

思ひ出づや美濃の御山の一つ松契りしことはまたも忘れず 

[382] 

Ōyodo no    The pine tree at Ōyodo 

matsu wa tsuraku mo   is not exactly indifferent, 

aranaku ni    yet why is it that you resent me, 

uramite nomi mo   like the waves that recede 

kaeru nami kana   as soon as they see the shore? 

大淀の松はつらくもあらなくにうらみてのみもかへる波かな 

[383] 

kaze fukeba    Like the waves that seemingly shatter 

iwa utsu nami no   when they wash upon the boulders 

onore nomi    as the wind blows, 

kudakete mono o   here I am, lost in reverie, 

omou koro kana   my heart shattered into a thousand pieces. 

風吹けば岩打つ波のおのれのみ砕けて物を思ふ頃かな 
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[384] 

okitsu kaze    In the Bay of Fukei, 

Fukei no ura ni   the waves are rising 

tatsu nami no    with the wind from the offing, 

nagori ni sae ya   but I am sinking 

ware wa shizumamu   even in their wake. 

沖つ風吹飯の浦に立つ波のなごりにさへや我は沈まむ 

[385] 

amabune no    Ever since the fisherman’s boat 

kayoikoshi yori   started coming here, 

Shiogama no    the flame at Shiogama 

honō ita masu    has become ever fiercer, 

omoi tsukiniki    like the passion that has taken over me. 

海人舟の通ひ来しより塩釜の炎いた増す思ひつきにき 

[386] 

asana asana    The wisteria vine robe 

shio yaku ama no   of the fisherman who burns the salt 

fujigoromo    morning after morning 

naru to wa suredo   becomes limp from the constant use, 

akanu koi kana   but my love for you will keep going strong. 

朝な朝な塩焼く海人の藤衣馴るとはすれど飽かぬ恋かな 

[387] 

hito shirezu    Is the peak of Mount Fuji at Suruga 
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omoi Suruga no   just like me, who harbors these feelings 

Fuji no ne wa    unknown to anyone? 

wa ga goto kaku ya   For the mountain, too, 

yama mo moyuramu   is smoldering. 

人知れず思ひ駿河の富士の嶺は我がごとかくや山も燃ゆらむ 

[388] 

fuku kaze wa    Like the wind that blows 

Ikuta no ura no   over the Bay of Ikuta, 

ikutabi ka    I wonder just how many times 

tsuraki kokoro o   you will show me 

ware ni misuramu   your cold heart. 

吹く風は生田の浦のいくたびかつらき心を我に見すらむ 

[389] 

wa ga seko o    O Calling Bird 

Narashi no yama no   of Mount Narashi 

yobukodori    with its efficacious name, 

kimi yobi kaese   pray call my love back to me 

yo no fukenu toki   when the night is still young. 

我が背子をならしの山の呼子鳥君呼び返せ夜の更けぬ時 

[390] 

Michinoku wa    It is beautiful 

izuku wa aredo   everywhere in Michinoku, 

Shiogama no    but the sight of a boat pulled by a mooring rope 
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ura kogu fune no   as it rows out in the Shiogama Bay 

tsunade kanashi mo   is especially moving. 

陸奥はいづくはあれど塩釜の浦漕ぐ舟の綱手かなしも 

[391] 

Ajiro ike no    Like the name of the tamasasai plant 

hashida ni ouru   that grows on the edge of the field 

tamasasai    at Ajiro Pond, 

hisashiku narinu   for a long time now, 

yume ni aimide   I haven’t even seen you in my dream. 

あじろ池のはし田に生ふるたまささひ久しくなりぬ夢に逢ひ見で 

[392] 

Mitsu no ura no   I have come 

Mitsu no hama to wa   to the Mitsu shore 

narinu tomo    at the Mitsu Bay, 

nani no kai ka wa   but it is all in vain, 

aramu to suramu   for there are no seashells here. 

御津の浦の御津の浜とはなりぬとも何のかひかはあらむとすらむ 

[393] 

Tsu no kuni no    When the rain falls 

Mitsu no horie ni   at the canal at Mitsu 

ame fureba    in Settsu Province, 

migiwa mo miezu   there is so much water, you cannot see the edge— 

masaru wa ga koi   just like how my love grows unchecked. 
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津の国の御津の堀江に雨降れば汀も見えずまさる我が恋 

[394] 

ikade ka to    My heart, so fervent 

omou kokoro wa   in its wish to see you, 

Horikane no    has grown so much deeper 

i yori mo nao zo   than even the well 

fukasa masareru   at Horikane. 

いかでかと思ふ心は堀兼の井よりもなほぞ深さまされる 

[395] 

Ōmi no ya    Like the wind that blows 

Shiga no urakaze   on the bay at Shiga 

urameshiku    in Ōmi, how resentful I feel 

tazune kitaredo   after coming here in vain, 

kai nakarikeri    for there are no seashells here. 

近江のや志賀の浦風うらめしく訪ね来たれどかひなかりけり 

[396] 

iwashimizu    Like the water trickling from rock crevices, 

iwanu monokara   I won’t say it aloud, 

kogakurete    but I wish my feelings, like water fiercely flowing 

takitsu kokoro o   while hidden among the trees, 

hito wa shiranamu   would be known to him. 

岩清水言はぬものから木隠れてたきつ心を人は知らなむ 

[397] 
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arishi toki    When we last met, 

Hibiki no Nada to   you were so harsh toward me, 

areshikaba    like Nada at Hibiki, 

koishikarazu no   so I suppose you are passing through 

seki zo yukuramu   the Barrier of “Love-Not.” 

ありし時響の灘とあれしかば恋しからずの関ぞ行くらむ 

[398] 

Mimasaka ya    Why is it that, like the name of Mount Sara 

Kume no Sarayama   at Kume in Mimasaka, 

sarasara ni    I am still longing so much 

mukashi no ima mo   for the things of the past, 

koishiki ya nazo   even after all this time? 

美作や久米の皿山さらさらに昔の今も恋しきやなぞ 

[399] 

Tamagawa ni    Like the hand-made cloths 

sarasu tezukuri   that are washed out in the Tama River, 

sarasara ni    even after all this time, 

mukashi no imo yo   how I am still yearning 

koiraruru kana   for my beloved from the past. 

玉川にさらす手作りさらさらに昔の妹よ恋ひらるるかな 

[400] 

Yamashiro no    I suppose I will gaze 

Iwata no mori no   at the field of oaks 
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hahasohara    in the forest of Iwata at Yamashiro 

mitsutsu ya imo ga   as I travel the path 

ieji yukuramu    that leads me to my beloved. 

山城の石田の森の柞原見つつや妹が家路行くらむ 

[401] 

Kataoka no    When I happened to gaze 

Ashita no hara o   upon the Ashita Field 

uchi mireba    at Kataoka, 

yamahototogisu   it was the very moment 

ima zo naku naru   the mountain cuckoo let out its cry. 

片岡のあしたの原をうち見れば山郭公今ぞ鳴くなる 

[402] 

ochi e yuki    Who was it that managed 

kochi Kosegawa ni   to accomplish the difficult feat 

tare shi kamo    of dyeing the Kose River— 

iro somegataki    the “Come Hither, Go Thither” River— 

midori somekemu   such a beautiful green color? 

遠方へ行きこちこせ川に誰しかも色染めがたき緑染めけむ 

[403] 

hatsuka ni mo    We only had a brief encounter, 

kimi o mishima no   but I wonder if, like the Akuta River 

Akutagawa    in Mishima, 

aku to ya hito no   you have tired of me, 
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otozure mo senu   for there is no visit from you. 

はつかにも君をみしまの芥川飽くとや人のおとづれもせぬ 

[404] 

Sarashina no    Like the moon at dawn 

Obasuteyama no   on Mount Obasute 

ariake no    at Sarashina, 

tsukizu mo mono no   my reverie just continues on 

omōyuru kana    endlessly. 

更科の姨捨山の有明のつきずも物の思ほゆるかな 

[405] 

Shio no yama    The plover 

Sashide no iso ni   living on the rocky beach of Sashide 

sumu chidori    at Shionoyama 

kimi ga miyo o ba   cries that your august reign 

yachiyo to zo naku   will last for thousands of years. 

塩の山差出の磯に住む千鳥君が御代をばやちよとぞ鳴く 

[406] 

oto ni kiku     Like the ladders that go up indefinitely 

ama no hashidate   on that famous 

tate tatete    Bridge of Heaven, 

oyobanu koi mo   I certainly am harboring 

ware wa suru kana   a love out of my reach. 

音に聞く天の橋立立て立てて及ばぬ恋も我はするかな 
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[407] 

Sumiyoshi no    Like the waves of the offing 

kishi ni yosu naru   that are said to constantly draw near 

okitsu nami    the shore of Sumiyoshi, 

ma naku kaketemo   I cannot help but think of you 

omōyuru kana    constantly, without respite. 

住吉の岸に寄すなる沖つ波間なくかけても思ほゆるかな 

[408] 

yū sareba    When night falls, 

Saho no kawabe ni   like the crane living 

iru tazu no    on the river banks at Saho, 

hitorinegataki    I cry out loud 

ne o mo naku kana   from the pain of my lonely sleep. 

夕されば佐保の川辺に居る鶴のひとり寝がたき音をもなくかな 

[409] 

Otonashi no    O wavelets that constantly flow 

yama no shita yuku   under the base of the mountain 

sasaranami    at Otonashi, 

ana kama ware mo   pray quieten yourselves, 

omou kokoro ari   for I, too, have feelings that constantly plague me. 

音無の山の下行くささら波あなかま我も思ふ心あり 

[410] 

Iwase yama    Like the water flowing 
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tani no shitamizu   in the undercurrent 

uchi shinobi    of Mount Iwase, 

hito no konu ma wa   I pass my days with my feelings hidden, 

nakarete zo yuku   shedding tears when no one’s coming. 

岩瀬山谷の下水うち忍び人の来ぬ間はなかれてぞ行く 

[411] 

wasurete wa    If he were to forget me, 

yo ni koji mono o   he would never come back, 

Kaeruyama    unlike Mount Kaeru—the “Returning Mountain.” 

itsuhata hito ni   I wonder just how long it’d take 

awamu to suramu   for us to meet again at Itsuhata. 

忘れては世にこじものを帰る山いつはた人に逢はむとすらむ 

[412] 

wa ga koi wa    Like the swift winds blowing 

Ariso no umi no   over the sea of Ariso, 

kaze hayami    causing waves to wash ashore 

shikiri ni yosuru   without a moment’s respite, 

nami no ma mo nashi   so, too, is my constant love. 

我が恋は荒磯の海の風はやみしきりに寄する波の間もなし 

[413] 

Kasugano no    Her morning face that I saw, 

naka no asagao   like that of the morning glories 

omokage ni    in the Kasuga Field, 
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mietsutsu ima mo   still haunts my vision— 

wasurarenaku ni   I cannot forget. 

春日野の中の朝顔面影に見えつつ今も忘られなくに 

[414] 

hito wa isa    I do not know about others, 

ware wa Kasuga no   but as for me, my heart is in constant disarray, 

furu susuki    like the lower leaves of withered pampas grass 

shitaba shigeku zo   that grow in wild abandonment 

omoi midaruru   at Kasuga. 

人はいさ我は春日の古薄下葉しげくぞ思ひ乱るる 

[415] 

akikaze no    Why is it that even my sleeves are so deeply dyed, 

Otoha no yama no   even though I did not cross 

tanimizu no    the water flowing in the creeks 

wataranu sode mo   at Mount Otoha, 

iro koki ya nazo   where the autumn wind of exhausted love blows? 

あき風の音羽の山の谷水の渡らぬ袖も色濃きやなぞ 

[416] 

saoshika no    It has become the season 

tsumakoidoki ni   for the male deer to look for his mate, 

narinikeri    as the lower leaves of the bush clovers 

Sagano no hana mo   on Saga Field 

shita momiji shite   have begun to change colors. 
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さ牡鹿の妻恋ひ時になりにけり嵯峨野の花も下もみぢして 

[417] 

Otohayama    Oh, how I yearn for 

ko no shita kage ni   the face of the Beautiful Face Bird 

kaotori no    as it slips in and out of view 

miekakure seshi   in the shades of the trees 

kao no koishisa   at Mount Otoha. 

音羽山木の下陰に貌鳥の見え隠れせし顔の恋しさ 

[418] 

Naniwagata    The crane that cries out 

tamae no ashi o   as it tramples on the reeds 

fumishidaki    at the beautiful inlet 

nakuramu tazu no   of Naniwa Bay— 

wa ga tame ni kamo   I wonder if it cries for me. 

難波潟玉江の葦を踏みしだき鳴くらむ鶴の我がためにかも 

[419] 

Ikako naru    The water that flows in the valleys 

Monokikuyama no   of Mount Monokiku, the “Hearing Mountain” 

tanimizu no    at Ikako 

nigoranu oto ni   produces such a clear, 

nagaru naru kana   unmuddled sound. 

伊香胡なる物聞く山の谷水の濁らぬ音に流るなるかな 

[420] 
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Musashino no    The jeweled dews that reside 

kusaba ni yadoru   on the blades of grass 

shiratsuyu no    on Musashi Field 

iku yo aru beki    will not last through several nights, 

ware naranaku ni   and neither will I live through several lives. 

武蔵野の草葉に宿る白露の幾よあるべき我ならなくに 

[421] 

tana nashi no    Like a fisherman’s small boat 

ama no obune no   without any planking 

araki iso ni    rowing out into the rough sea, 

ana tadotadoshi   oh, how helpless I am— 

nado hitori shite   why must I be all alone? 

棚なしの海人の小舟の荒き磯にあなたどたどしなど独りして 

[422] 

iso ni idete    The fire I use to light my way 

asari suru hi no   when rowing out to fish in the open sea 

kienureba    has gone out, so here I am 

Fukei no ura o    visiting the Bay of Fukei, 

tazunetsuru kana   the “Bay of Blowing Fire.” 

磯に出でて漁りする火の消えぬれば吹飯の浦を尋ねつるかな 

[423] 

kokoro nomi    Only my heart 

kumoi no hodo ni   keeps traversing 
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kayoitsutsu    all the way to the distant clouds, 

koi koso masare   and my love keeps growing stronger 

kasasagi no hashi   with the magpie bridge in front of me. 

心のみ雲居のほどに通ひつつ恋こそまされ鵲の橋 

[424] 

iwa kuguru    As I scoop up the water 

yamai no mizu o   that winds its way through the boulders 

musubi agete    into the mountain well, 

ta ga tame oshiki   I am reminded of whom it is for 

inochi to ka shiru   that I cherish this life. 

岩くぐる山井の水を掬びあげて誰がため惜しき命とか知る 

[425] 

Iwashiro no    I pull and bind together 

nonaka no matsu o   the branches of a pine tree 

hikimusubi    in a field at Iwashiro, 

inochi shi araba   vowing that I would return to see it, 

kaerikite mimu    so long as this life exists. 

岩代の野中の松を引き結び命しあらば帰り来て見む 

[426] 

Iwashiro no    The wind that blows down 

yamashitakaze zo   from the mountain at Iwashiro 

samukarashi    must be quite cold— 

Imose no kawa no   the waves that rise on the Imose River 
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nami takaku miyu   appear to be quite high. 

岩代の山下風ぞ寒からし妹背の川の波高く見ゆ 

[427] 

shiranami no    On Ukishima, the “Floating Island of Sorrow,” 

uchi odorokasu   where the rising white waves make one startled, 

Ukishima ni    I’m drifting helplessly among the waves, 

tateru namida ni   finding myself unable 

ne koso nakarure   to hold back my cries and tears. 

白波のうちおどろかすうき島に立てるなみだに音こそなかるれ 

[428] 

Kako no shima   Pitiful is the crane 

matsubara-goshi ni   that cries beyond the pine field 

naku tazu no    on Kako Island, 

atara nagakoe    for there is no one to listen 

kiku hito mo nami   to its long cries. 

加古の島松原ごしに鳴く鶴のあたら長声聞く人もなみ 

[429] 

Naniwagata    Like the short nodes of the reeds 

mijikaki ashi no   that grow at Naniwa Bay, 

fushigoto ni    are you telling me 

awade kono yo o   to go through this life without ever meeting, 

sugushiteyo to ya   even for the briefest moments? 

難波潟短き葦の節ごとに逢はでこのよを過ぐしてよとや 
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[430] 

shiranami o    Like the boatsman who has 

yosuru iwama ni   not a moment of respite, 

kogu fune no    holding the rudder of the boat as it weaves 

kaji toru ma naku   through the rocks awash with white waves, 

omōyuru kana    there isn’t a moment I don’t think of you. 

白波を寄する岩間に漕ぐ舟の楫取る間なく思ほゆるかな 

[431] 

ukitsutsumo    Would everything be over 

kakute ya yamamu   while I’m still drifting uncertainly 

kogu fune no    among such painful emotions? 

funadeshi koto mo   For exactly what purpose 

nani yue ni zo wa   did I even set sail? 

うきつつもかくてややまむ漕ぐ舟の船出しことも何ゆゑにぞは 

[432] 

katashiki no    O winds that blow through the pine trees, 

koromode samuki   I wish you wouldn’t make me so aware 

matsukaze ni    of this autumn evening, the time of exhausted love, 

aki no yūbe to    when the single sleeve I laid out feels cold 

shirasezu mogana   as I sleep, waiting for someone. 

片敷きの衣手寒きまつ風にあきの夕べと知らせずもがな 

[433] 

miyamagi no    Isn’t the grass that grows 
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kage no kogusa wa   in the shades of the trees in the deep mountains 

ware nare ya    no different from myself? 

tsuyu shigekeredo   It is laden with dew, like my own tears, 

shiru hito mo nashi   but there is no one who knows. 

深山木の蔭の小草は我なれや露しげけれど知る人もなし 

[434] 

ura chikaku    The burning feelings 

nami wa tachiyoru   hidden inside  

sazareishi no    the pebbles on the shore 

naka no omoi wa   where the waves constantly draw close—  

shiru ya shirazu ya   does he know, or does he not? 

浦近く波は立ち寄るさざれ石の中の思ひは知るや知らずや 

[435] 

hachisuba no    Like the waves that arise 

ukiha no shita ni   under the floating leaves 

tatsu nami no    of the lotus, 

kimi ni kokoro wa   my painful feelings are hidden, 

yosete koso fure   but my heart keeps yearning for you. 

蓮葉のうき葉の下に立つ波の君に心は寄せてこそ経れ 

[436] 

yamagawa no    I only had a hazy glimpse of you, 

kasumi hedatete   as if there was a layer 

honoka ni mo    of river mist separating us, 
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mishi bakari ni ya   and yet, why is it 

koishikaruramu   that I long for you so? 

山川の霞隔ててほのかにも見しばかりにや恋しかるらむ 

[437] 

yūyami wa    The darkness of the evening 

michi tadotadoshi   makes it hard to find your way. 

tsuki machite    Pray wait until the moon comes out 

kaere wa ga seko   before you go back, my dear beloved, 

sono ma ni mo mimu   for I wish to stay with you in the meantime. 

夕闇は道たどたどし月待ちて帰れ我が背子その間にも見む 

[438] 

yamamizu o    I shall scoop up the water from the mountain well 

te ni musubitemo   with my own hands 

kokoro mimu    and judge your heart for myself— 

nuruku wa ishi no   if it is lukewarm, I cannot trust 

naka mo tanomaji   the rocks where it comes from, or our relation. 

山水を手に掬びてもこころみむぬるくは石のなかもたのまじ 

[439] 

amatsukaze    O, winds of Heaven, 

kumo fuki midare   pray blow your way through the clouds 

hisakata no    and throw them into disarray, 

tsuki no kakururu   so that the lofty moon would lose its way 

michi madoubeku   and be unable to hide. 



429 

 

天つ風雲吹き乱れ久方の月の隠るる道まどふべく 

[440] 

shirurame ya    I wonder if you know 

wa ga koromode wa   that the sleeves of my robe 

asagiri no    are soaked from my tears, 

obotsukanakute   for your heart is hidden from me, 

furu ni nuru to wa   as if by the morning mist that obscures everything. 

知るらめや我が衣手は朝霧のおぼつかなくてふるに濡るとは 

[441] 

kyō arite    My own fleeting self 

asu wa kienuru   is like the dewdrop that exists today  

tsuyu no mi no    but readily vanishes come tomorrow; 

omoi okubeki    if only there were words 

kotonoha mogana   in which I could leave behind my feelings. 

今日ありて明日は消えぬる露の身は思ひおくべき言の葉もがな 

[442] 

utsusemi no    Like the dew that gathers 

ha ni oku tsuyu no   on the wings of the cicada, 

kogakurete    hidden in the shade of trees, 

shinobi shinobi ni   my sleeves are soaked 

nururu sode kana   with many a secret tear. 

空蝉のはに置く露の木隠れて忍び忍びに濡るる袖かな 

[443] 
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unohana no    When the deutzia flowers 

niou sakari wa    are in their full splendid bloom, 

tsuki kiyomi    the moon is so bright and clear, 

inezu kike to ya   and it is as if the crying cuckoo 

naku hototogisu   is telling me to listen rather than sleep. 

卯の花の匂ふ盛りは月清み寝ねず聞けとや鳴く郭公 

[444] 

yoso ni kiku    When I hear about it as a stranger, 

tamoto nomi koso   the sleeves of my robe 

sohochikere    are completely soaked, 

amaneku nori no   even though the rain of the Buddhist law 

ame wa sosokedo   falls far and wide. 

よそに聞く袂のみこそそほちけれあまねく法の雨はそそけど 

In reply: 

[445] 

itsuwarazu    Isn’t the fact that your sleeves are soaked 

kokoro o yosuru   the very proof that the rain of the Buddhist law, 

nori no ame no   to which you devote 

sosoku shirushi ni   your whole truthful heart, 

nururu tamoto ka   falls equally everywhere? 

いつはらず心を寄する法の雨のそそくしるしに濡るる袂か 

There was someone who hardly ever visits, so on the seventh day of the Seventh Month, I 

sent: 
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[446] 

imu beku wa    I know I should not make the comparison, 

shinobu mono kara   and I have indeed refrained from it, 

yomosugara    but throughout the night, 

amanogawa ni zo   I cannot help envying 

urayamarenuru   that meeting at the Heavenly River. 

忌むべくは忍ぶものから夜もすがら天の川にぞうらやまれぬる 

After the Fourth Princess passed away: 

[447] 

kokora yo o    Even just among  

kiku ga naka nimo   the things I hear about this world, 

kanashiki ni    this is truly sad; 

hito no namida wa   you must have shed so many tears 

hate ya shinuramu   that they have all dried up by now. 

ここら世を聞くが中にも悲しきに人の涙は果てやしぬらむ 

In august reply: 

[448] 

kiku hito mo    Since these are feelings 

aware to iu naru   that apparently cause sadness 

omoi ni wa    to even those who hear about it, 

itodo namida no   it does not seem like my tears 

tsukizu mo aru kana   would run out any time soon. 

聞く人もあはれと言ふなる思ひにはいとど涙の尽きずもあるかな 
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Again, presented from me: 

[449] 

koto dani mo    If only it were possible 

kayou mi naraba   to exchange words 

naki hito no    with those who are no longer here; 

namida no hodo mo   we would then be able to hear 

kikoe kinamashi   about the tears they are shedding, too. 

言だにも通ふ身ならば亡き人の涙のほども聞こえ来なまし 

In august reply: 

[450] 

yukikayou    Even if there is no path 

michi wa naku tomo   that connects the two worlds, 

Shide no yama    if only the wind would blow 

kotonoha o dani   and bring with it the leaves of words 

fuki mo kosanamu   from across the Shide Mounatin. 

行き通ふ道はなくとも死出の山言の葉をだに吹きもこさなむ 

Upon seeing something that was written in the hand of His Highness: 

[451] 

naki hito no    Just having a glimpse 

kaki todomekeru   of the handwriting 

mizukuki wa    left behind by someone 

uchi miru yori zo   who is no longer here 

kanashikarikeru   is enough to sadden me. 



433 

 

亡き人の書きとどめける水茎はうち見るよりぞ悲しかりける 

Upon hearing that the Nagara Bridge was to be renovated: 

[452] 

Naniwa naru     The old Nagara Bridge 

Nagara no hashi mo    at Naniwa 

tsukuru nari     is being remade, I’ve heard. 

ima wa wagami o    Now, what shall I use to compare 

nani ni tatoemu    my old, wretched self with? 

難波なる長柄の橋も造るなり今は我が身を何にたとへむ 

On the occasion of sending some mountain cherry blossoms to someone: 

[453] 

kimi miyo to     These are the mountain cherry blossoms 

tazunete oreru     I sought out and plucked off 

yamazakura     specifically for you to see; 

furinishi iro to     I hope you won’t find the color 

omowazaranamu    to be too dated. 

君見よと尋ねて折れる山桜古りにし色と思はざらなむ 

On an occasion when she went out on a pleasure jaunt and happened to exchange some 

words with someone in a woman’s carriage that was parked on a river bank: 

[454] 

hototogisu     Ever since I first heard 

hatsuka naru ne o    the faint cry of the cuckoo, 

kikisomete     so many times have I been startled, 
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aranu ni sore to    hearing the wrong sound 

odorokaretsutsu    and thinking I may have heard it again. 

郭公はつかなる音を聞きそめてあらぬにそれと驚かれつつ 

Around the twenty-seventh day of the Fourth Month: 

[455] 

kogakurete     O Cuckoo, 

satsuki matsu ma wa    pray move about among the branches 

hototogisu     so as to exercise your wings 

hane narawashi ni    as you wait, hidden among the trees, 

eda utsuriseyo     for the Fifth Month to come. 

木隠れて五月待つ間は郭公羽馴らはしに枝移りせよ 

There was an acquaintance of mine who, after I failed to inform them of where I was 

living for some time, searched for me and told me: “I thought you had been gone from this 

world,” thus [I composed]: 

[456] 

omoigawa    The river of my reverie flows ceaselessly, 

taezu nagaruru   and so do my tears, 

mizu no awa no   but even though I’m like the brittle water foam, 

utakata hito ni    my life would never end 

awade yamame ya   when I haven’t seen you first. 

思ひ川絶えずながるる水の泡のうたかた人に逢はで止まめや 

[457] 

aoyagi no    I wonder which mountain bush warbler 
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ito yorikakete    will get to wear the robe 

oru hata wa    woven from the fabric 

izure no yama no   made from the threads  

uguisu ka kiru    of the green willows. 

青柳の糸縒りかけて織る機はいづれの山の鶯か着る 

On lamenting the passing of my children in spring and autumn: 

[458] 

haru wa hana    In spring, it is the blossoms 

aki wa momiji to   and in autumn, the crimson leaves 

chirinureba    that scatter, and thus, 

tachi kakurubeki   there is no shade of a tree or a child 

ko no moto mo nashi   for me to take comfort in. 

春は花秋は紅葉と散りぬれば立ち隠るべきこのもともなし 

To someone who was heading out in heavy snow, on the very last day of the Twelfth 

Month: 

[459] 

yuki fukaku    Even if I were to visit you 

yuku azumaji wa   on the road to the north  

toi kuredo    which passes through the deep snow, 

michi nite haru ni   I am sure I will meet spring 

ainubeki kana    in the middle of my way there. 

雪深く行く東路は訪ひ来れど道にて春にあひぬべきかな 

This poem is also included in Nakatsukasa’s collection. 
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A poem sent by someone: 

[460] 

Ise no umi ni    Would that I could become 

asobu ama to mo   a fisherman who dives 

narinishi ka    into the Ise Sea, 

nami kakiwakete   so that I may push my way through the waves 

mirume kazukamu   and gather some seaweed, for a chance to see you. 

伊勢の海に遊ぶ海人ともなりにしか波かき分けてみるめかずかむ 

In reply: 

[461] 

oboroke no    Would an average fisherman 

ama ya wa kazuku   be able to gather 

Ise no umi no    the seaweed that grows 

nami taka iso ni   along the shore of the Ise Sea, 

ouru mirume wa   where the waves are high? 

おぼろけの海人やはかづく伊勢の海の波高磯に生ふるみるめは 

When the Shichijō Empress passed away: 

[462] 

okitsu nami    Like the waves from the offing 

are nomi masaru   that grow ever rougher, 

miya no uchi ni   the palace has become deserted and neglected, 

toshi hete sumishi   and even this diver from Ise, 

Ise no ama mo    who has lived here for a long time, 
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fune nagashitaru   is experiencing the feeling 

kokochi shite    of having let her boat drift away, 

yoramu kata naku   and now she has nowhere to turn to— 

kanashiki ni    how truly sad. 

namida no iro no   My tears have taken on 

kurenai ni    a deep crimson color 

warera ga naka no   and turned into the late autumn rain 

shigure nite    that falls inside of us, 

aki no momiji to   and if, like autumn leaves, 

hitobito wa    everyone 

ono ga chirijiri   becomes scattered 

wakarenaba    and we must bid farewell, 

tanomu kage naku   then there is truly no shade 

narihatete    where I may take shelter from. 

tomaru mono to wa   The only one left behind 

hanasusuki    is the flowering pampas grass 

kimi naki niwa ni   that gathers in clumps 

muretachite    in the garden without its mistress, 

sora o manekaba   waving to the sky, 

hatsukari no    and as the first geese 

naki wataramu o   pass by while crying, 

yoso ni koso mime   I will look on, from far away. 
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沖つ波 あれのみまさる 宮の内に 年経て住みし 伊勢の海人も 舟流したる 

心地して 寄らむかたなく 悲しきに 

涙の色の 紅に 我らがなかの 時雨にて 秋の紅葉と 人々は おのが散り散

り 別れなば 頼む蔭なく なりはてて 

とまるものとは 花薄 君亡き庭に 群れ立ちて 空をまねかば 初雁の なき

渡らむを よそにこそ見め 

[463] 

toshi furedo    That person, about whom 

wasurarehatenu   I cannot completely forget, 

hito no ue wa    no matter how many years pass, 

kokoro tomete zo   still occupies my heart, 

nao kikarekeru   and I cannot help trying to hear about him. 

年経れど忘られはてぬ人の上は心とめてぞなほ聞かれける 

[464] 

koishiki ni    To die 

shinu chō koto wa   from excessive love 

kikoenu o    is unheard of, 

yo no tameshi ni mo   yet I suppose I will become 

narinubeki kana   the first case in the world. 

恋しきに死ぬてふことは聞こえぬを世の例にもなりぬべきかな 

Tied to a branch of kanihi flower: 

[465] 
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hana no iro no    Thinking I’d show you 

koki o misu tote   the vividness of the flower color, 

kokitaru o    I plucked it off, 

oroka ni hito wa   but I wonder if you would think 

omouramu ya zo   that it is lacking in elegance. 

花の色の濃きを見すとてこきたるを疎かに人は思ふらむやぞ 

On the occasion of sending some bracken to someone: 

[466] 

wa ga tame ni    I do not know 

nageki koru tomo   that these stiff logs of lament 

shiranaku ni    were cut for me, 

nani ni warabi o   so I wonder what I should kindle 

takite tsukemashi   with my straw fire. 

我がためになげきこるとも知らなくに何にわらびを焚きてつけまし 

Tied to a branch of cherry blossoms that bloomed in the Fourth Month, on the occasion I 

accompanied the courtiers at the Retired Emperor’s residence on an outing to some place, sent 

from the location: 

[467] 

tomari ite    It must be because 

haru koishiku ya   you’re staying behind 

omouramu    and thinking fondly of spring 

hana mo kaku koso   that the blossoms, too, 

okuretarikere    are late in blooming thus. 
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とまり居て春恋しくや思ふらむ花もかくこそ遅れたりけれ 

There was a certain Grand Counselor who built a splendid residence at the foot of Mount 

Otoha in Sakamoto, Hiezan. He damned up the Otoha River to create a garden stream, and upon 

seeing the way the water drops like an actual waterfall, I wrote [a poem] and attached [it] to the 

rocks around the stream: 

[468] 

Otohagawa    In the rapids created 

sekirete otosu    by the fierce waterfall 

takitsu se ni    of the damned up Otoha River, 

hito no kokoro no   one could truly see 

mie mo suru kana   the person’s heart. 

音羽川堰きれて落とす滝つ瀬に人の心の見えもするかな 

After visiting the house of someone who had passed away, on the next morning, I sent 

this to those living there: 

[469] 

naki hito no    The traces of him whom we lost 

kage dani mienu   cannot even be seen 

yarimizu ni    at the bottom of the garden stream; 

soko ni namida o   that’s why I shed my tears there 

nagashite zo koshi   before returning. 

亡き人の影だに見えぬ遣水にそこに涙を流してぞ来し 
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On the ninth day of the Ninth Month, my neighbor sent some cotton over, asking me to 

put it over chrysanthemum flowers, so on the next morning, when I plucked the chrysanthemums 

and sent them over, [I composed]: 

[470] 

kazu shirazu    May these dew drops 

kimi ga yowai o   extend your years 

nobaetsutsu    to numbers too many to count 

nadataru yado no   and bring fortune 

tsuyu to naranamu   upon your household. 

数知らず君の齢を延ばへつつ名だたる宿の露とならなむ 

In reply: 

[471] 

tsuyu dani mo    Even these dew drops, 

nadataru yado no   which resided upon the chrysanthemums 

kiku naraba    of an illustrious house, 

hana no aruji ya   would surely bring many, many years 

ikuyo naruramu   to the life of the flower’s mistress. 

露だにも名だたる宿の菊ならば花の主人や幾代なるらむ 

[On the topic of] “Rosewood Tree”: 

[472] 

kono hana o    How could this flower be plucked 

ikade chirasazu   without being scattered, 

oritsuramu    when it’s on a tree in the valley, 
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kabakari kaze no   and the scent alone is brought over 

fukishi tani no ki   so strongly by the blowing wind? 

この花をいかで散らさず折りつらむかばかり風の吹きし谷の木 

[On the topic of] “Chinaberry tree”: 

[473] 

kusamakura    My sleeves were soaked by the dew drops 

sode wa tsuyu ni mo   from my grass pillow, 

nureshikado    but undeterred, I went on, 

wakazu zo yukishi   through the deeps and shallows of the river 

fuchise tani no ki   and the trees in the valley. 

草枕袖は露にも濡れしかど分かずぞ行きし淵瀬谷の木 

[On the topic of] “Inula”: 

[474] 

yamata o shi    Steadfast as I was 

sohotsu bakari mo   in protecting the mountain fields, 

moritsureba    never minding the rain and dew, 

aki mo karamu to   I plan to cut my long-awaited rice stalks 

wa ga matsu hogusa   once autumn comes. 

山田をしそほつばかりも守りつれば秋も刈らむと我がまつほ草 

[475] 

uki mi yori    Even though tears are falling 

kigoto shizuku wa   from my miserable, wretched self, 

koboru tomo    like dew drops from among the trees, 
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itsu mamoraba ka   when would you ever see them? 

moru mo shiru beki   How could you ever know? 

憂き身より木ごと雫はこぼるともいつ守らばか漏るも知るべき 

[476] 

utsusemi no    If, like the cicada, 

omoi ni koe shi   my cries out of love 

taezaraba    never stop ringing, 

mata mo kumoma ni   I suppose my tears will turn into dew 

tsuyu wa okuramu   even when the clouds clear away. 

空蝉の思ひに声し絶えざらばまたも雲間に露は置くらむ 

[477] 

akenu tomo    Even when day breaks, 

tataji to zo omou   I don’t suppose I will leave, 

karanishiki    as long as your heart 

kimi ga kokoro shi   is not as cold as the blade of a sword 

katana narazu wa   cutting through a swath of Cathay brocade. 

明けぬともたたじとぞ思ふ唐錦君が心し刀ならずは 

After I was driven out of the Uda Villa, I sent this to someone who has become my 

enemy: 

[478] 

nokezama ni    I suppose I have become 

hito ni owareshi   someone to be shunned 

ware nare ya    and driven away by others; 
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senaka awase ni   that’s why you’ve turned 

hito no naruramu   your back to me. 

退けざまに人におはれし我なれや背中合はせに人のなるらむ 

[479] 

hakotsukuri    Even if our backs are turned 

senaka awase ni   against each other, 

narinu tomo    as if forming a box, 

onaji kokoro ni   I am sure we are still bound 

musubare zo semu   by the same feelings. 

箱作り背中合はせになりぬとも同じ心に結ばれぞせむ 

[480] 

kishi mo naku    If there are no visits from you 

shio mo michinaba   and my own tears are like the rising tide— 

Matsuyama o    high enough to obscure the shore, 

shita nite nami wa   then I suppose the waves must be 

kosamu to zo omou   surpassing Matsuyama. 

きしもなく潮も満ちなば松山を下にて波は越さむとぞ思ふ 

[481] 

mie mo senu    No one can see 

fukaki kokoro o   just how deep your feelings are, 

katawaku wa    so I don’t think 

hito ni kachinu to   you have won against the other 

omou mono kawa   in this race of love. 



445 

 

見えもせぬ深き心を方分くは人に勝ちぬと思ふものかは 

[482] 

momoshiki no    I would like to break off 

hana o oritemo   a branch of the flowers 

miteshikana    blooming in the palace, 

mukashi o ima ni   so that I could compare my past splendor 

omoi kurabete    with my current self. 

百敷の花を折りても見てしかな昔を今に思ひ比べて 

Her Highness the Empress was always suffering from a weak constitution, but at last, she 

passed away on the eighth day of the Sixth Month. It was such a sudden turn of events, and 

everyone was so sad and pained by it. All of the people who had served the late Empress simply 

gathered as before and cried in grief, but eventually, they began to prepare for the Buddhist 

services. 

On a day when it rained heavily, someone who had proclaimed herself to be completely 

wretched was retiring to her own quarters. Those who had served the late empress was gathering 

to twist yarns to make the braids that would be used for the Buddhist ceremony. The person who 

was in her own quarters inquired: “Have you finished twisting the yarns?” They inquired back: 

“What are you doing right now?”, to which she replied: “I’m just gazing out at the rain,” and 

such was their exchange of words. Again, the ladies in the upper quarters replied: “We have 

finished twisting the yarns, and now we are twisting our voices in crying,” and thus the person in 

her own quarters [composed]: 

[483] 

yori awasete    May my own tears become 
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nakuramu koe o   the jewels that are strung together 

ito ni shite    with the thread of your voice, 

wa ga namida o ba   twisted together from your crying 

tama ni nukanamu   as you gather there. 

より合はせて泣くらむ声を糸にして我が涙をば玉に貫かなむ 


