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The Discourse on Japanese Peculiarities (washii) in Classical Chinese
Poetry and the Renewal of the Poetic Form during the Mid-Edo Period

Fink Victor

Washii is a term used in contemporary studies of Japanese literature to designate aberrations
from the norms of Chinese prose or poetry. Errors pertaining to grammar and vocabulary of
poetic and prose texts, as well as realia or sujets not found in Classical precedent, fall under
this category. Washii is predominantly employed as a term of analysis when dealing with
Classical Chinese poetry, or kanshi.

Ogyii Sorai was the first to theorize about insufficient aptitude in the Classical Chinese idiom
as well as habits stemming from “upturning the texts” via glosses for easier reading in the
vernacular (kundoku) as its causes, recognizing it as being a unique phenomenon on the
periphery of the Chinese orthographic sphere rather than seeing it as a question of simple
inaccuracies. Not long after the end of his direct service to the Shogunal family, Sorai wrote
Bunkai as an appendix to Ken 'en zuihitsu, a critique of Itd Jinsai’s Confucian thought. In it, he
posits washii as a defect of language to be distinguished from both incorrect use of characters
(waji) and shortcomings of syntax (waku). A scholarly disagreement among Confucianists thus
provided the backdrop to the concept’s creation.

The reason that neither waji nor waku were received into the vocabulary of contemporary
research while washi itself was, may be found in Yamamoto Hokuzan’s usage of the term in
his work on poetics, Sakushi shiko. Hokuzan attacked Sorai’s school for having brought about
a wave of “inferior, epigonic poetry,” mentioning in particular his disciples Dazai Shundai and
Iri’e Nanmei, criticizing their poems’ subtitles (shidai) as “swarming with washii and mistakes
wherever one looks.” Sorai’s neologism became an invective.

In this talk, I do not want to lay out the process of scholarly re-interpretation of washit moving
from deviancy to Japanese peculiarity as I have done in an article I published in German last
year. The argument concerns instead the relationship between the discourse of washii and
changes in poetic form. Sakushi shiko was published during a period of renewal in the history
of the kanshi during the mid-Edo period. Matsushita Tadashi called this the period of maturity
for poetic circles, while Ibi Takashi saw a transition from kanshi bursting with pathos to kanshi
focusing on everyday reality. Yet others proposed that the birth of the poet removed from
Confucian preoccupations took place during this time. I will consider the meaning of the
discourse of washii in the context of this renewal of poetry as found in Hokuzan’s criticism of
Classicism (kakucho). Especially the chapter “On the Historical Development of Poetry”
(Shihen soron) and the remarks on washii in the appendix of Sakushi shiko will be my themes
in thinking about the relationship between the new poems of a period of change and Hokuzan’s
own poetics.
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