MRER

G EOE N
— HEAXFEERR—

Tracing the lineage of soshibun:

an essay in the history of Japanese Literature

HHE #

In a number of the acknowledged masterpieces of Japanese
literature, such as Ise monogatari, Genji monogatari, and Oku no
hosomichi, we find a curiously consistent mode of expression:
every work is composed of prose and verse (waka or haiku). The
verse is inserted in the prose. If we call this mode soshibun (1,
‘insert,” &, ‘poem,’ and 3, ‘prose’), a good many Japanese literary
works of major importance may be designated by a single term.
Thus, soshibun can be regarded as a constant presence in
Japanese literature. By considering its ups and downs, in quality
and quantity of production, we can clarify one of the central
characteristics of the Japanese literary tradition. My tentative
outline:
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Paul Valéry once compared prose to walking and poetry to

dancing. In soshibun as well, to be sure, prose can be likened to

walking, but poetry in this mode is not so much dance as a

symbolic posture, much like the mie, a pose struck and held at

climactic moments

in Kabuki plays. Furthermore, the

relationship of verse to prose in sdshibun can be described in

functional terms as one of misogi, or “ritual purification.”
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