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The Meaning of “Enlightenment” in Kyogoku School Poetics

Wake Caroline Akiko

“It is song that moves heaven and earth without effort, stirs emotions in the invisible spirits
and gods, brings harmony to the relations between men and women, and calms the hearts of
fierce warriors” (“Kana Preface,” Kokin Wakashi, trans. Helen McCullough). In these words
which comprise the philosophical foundation of waka poetry, the presences of the poet as “self”
and audience as “other” are crucial: waka poetry is the means by which a poet moves the hearts
of others by conveying the depths of their own heart. However, I believe that this dualistic
worldview of “self” and “other” presented by the “Kana Preface” is also incomplete, since it
does not suggest what truth could possibly be discovered after the hearts of others are moved.
The boundaries separating “selves” from “others” are, in the first place, fabrications of this
conscious realm, and to realize this truth is enlightenment itself.

Centuries later, the poet Kydogoku Tamekane of the Kydgoku School provides an answer in
his poetic treatise Tumekanekyo wakasho by developing the ideas suggested in the “Kana
Preface.” He discusses new ways of composing poems involving “kyd,” “s5°0,” and “narikaeri”
that encourage the poet to contemplate and transcend the boundaries between “self” and “other.”
This is an approach to enlightenment wherein the poet distances themself from a dualistic
worldview—in other words, seeks a unity transcending “self” and “other” in the absolute realm
where the consciousness muses, while continuing to live in acceptance of the dualisms of the
phenomenal world.

Numerous studies are already written about Kydgoku School poetics, and though they each
affirm this general direction of waka discourse, they also mire their arguments in ambiguous
definitions. Only a few theses by Konishi Jin’ichi, Iguchi Makiji, and Iwasa Miyoko rise above
this. While relying upon the arguments of these three scholars, I wish to strongly argue that the
meaning of poetic enlightenment is clearly expressed in the poetics and poems of the Kydogoku
School.

This presentation is based upon the first chapter of my Ph.D. dissertation submitted to the
graduate school of Stanford University, and especially focuses on my arguments about
Tamekane’s poetry and poetics.
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