
JAPAN, THE BEAUTIFUL, AND MYSELF 

Selections from Kawabata’s Nobel Prize Speech 
For the complete text, see: www.nobel.se/literature/laureates/1968/kawabata-lecture-e.html 

 

Classical Japanese aesthetics of nature 

yūgen: On the Shinkokinshū: there was added to the Kokinshū “elements of the mysterious, the 

suggestive, the evocative and inferential, elements of sensuous fantasy that have something in common 

with modern symbolist poetry.” (44) 

 

aware: “A spray of wistaria of such length is indeed so unusual as to make one have doubts about the 

credibility of the writer; and yet I can feel in this great spray a symbol of Heian culture. The wistaria is a 

very Japanese flower, and it has a feminine elegance. Wistaria sprays, as they trail in the breeze, suggest 

softness, gentleness, reticence. Disappearing and then appearing again in the early summer greenery, they 

have in them that feeling for the poignant beauty of things long characterized by the Japanese as mono no 

aware. No doubt there was a particular splendor in that spray upwards of three and a half feet long.” (48) 

 

“Ikenobo Sen'o, a master of flower arranging, once said (the remark is to be found in his Sayings): "With 

a spray of flowers, a bit of water, one evokes the vastness of rivers and mountains." The Japanese garden 

too, of course symbolizes the vastness of nature. The Western garden tends to be symmetrical, the 

Japanese garden asymmetrical, and this is because the asymmetrical has the greater power to symbolize 

multiplicity and vastness. The asymmetry, of course, rests upon a balance imposed by delicate 

sensibilities. Nothing is more complicated, varied, attentive to detail, than the Japanese art of landscape 

gardening. Thus there is the form called the dry landscape, composed entirely of rocks, in which the 

arrangement of stones gives expression to mountains and rivers that are not present, and even suggests the 

waves of the great ocean breaking in upon cliffs. Compressed to the ultimate, the Japanese garden 

becomes the bonsai dwarf garden, or the bonseki, its dry version.” (53) 

 

In the Oriental word for landscape, literally "mountain-water", with its related implications in landscape 

painting and landscape gardening, there is contained the concept of the sere and wasted, and even of the 

sad and the threadbare. Yet in the sad, austere, autumnal qualities so valued by the tea ceremony, itself 

summarized in the expression "gently respectful, cleanly quiet", there lies concealed a great richness of 

spirit; and the tea room, so rigidly confined and simple, contains boundless space and unlimited elegance. 

The single flower contains more brightness than a hundred flowers. The great sixteenth-century master of 

the tea ceremony and flower arranging, Rikyu, taught that it was wrong to use fully opened flowers. Even 

in the tea ceremony today the general practice is to have in the alcove of the tea room but a single flower, 

and that a flower in bud. In winter a special flower of winter, let us say a camellia, bearing some such 

name as White Jewel or Wabisuke, which might be translated literally as "Helpmate in Solitude", is 

chosen, a camellia remarkable among camellias for its whiteness and the smallness of its blossoms; and 

but a single bud is set out in the alcove. White is the cleanest of colors, it contains in itself all the other 

colors. And there must always be dew on the bud. The bud is moistened with a few drops of water. The 

most splendid of arrangements for the tea ceremony comes in May, when a peony is put out in a celadon 

vase; but here again there is but a single bud, always with dew upon it. Not only are there drops of water 

upon the flower, the vase too is frequently moistured. (51-52) 

 

Among flower vases, the ware that is given the highest rank is old Iga, from the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, and it commands the highest price. When old Iga has been dampened, its colors and its glow 

take on a beauty such as to awaken on afresh. Iga was fired at very high temperatures. The straw ash and 

the smoke from the fuel fell and flowed against the surface, and as the temperature dropped, became a 

sort of glaze. Because the colors were not fabricated but were rather the result of nature at work in the 

kiln, color patterns emerged in such varieties as to be called quirks and freaks of the kiln. The rough, 

austere, strong surfaces of old Iga take on a voluptuous glow when dampened. It breathes to the rhythm of 

the dew of the flowers. 

 

 



Ikenobo Sen'o remarked on another occasion (this too is in his Sayings) that "the mountains and strands 

should appear in their own forms". Bringing a new spirit into his school of flower arranging, therefore, he 

found "flowers" in broken vessels and withered branches, and in them too the enlightenment that comes 

from flowers. "The ancients arranged flowers and pursued enlightenment." Here we see awakening to the 

heart of the Japanese spirit, under the influence of Zen. And in it too, perhaps, is the heart of a man living 

in the devastation of long civil wars. 

 

Oneness with nature 

Myōe: “In a dark place myself, I felt as if my own heart were glowing with light which seemed to be that 

of the moon.” (72) 

 

On Saigyō: “Seeing the moon, he becomes the moon, the moon seen by him becomes him. He sinks into 

nature, becomes one with nature. The light of the „clear heart‟ of the priest, seated in the meditation hall 

in the darkness before the dawn, becomes for the dawn moon its own light.” (70-71) 

 

The second poem bears an unusually detailed account of its origins, such as to be an explanation of the 

heart of its meaning: "On the night of the twelfth day of the twelfth month of the year 1224, the moon was 

behind clouds. I sat in Zen meditation in the Kakyu Hall. When the hour of the midnight vigil came, I 

ceased meditation and descended from the hall on the peak to the lower quarters, and as I did so the moon 

came from the clouds and set the snow to glowing. The moon was my companion, and not even the wolf 

howling in the valley brought fear. When, presently, I came out of the lower quarters again, the moon was 

again behind clouds. As the bell was signaling the late-night vigil, I made my way once more to the peak, 

and the moon saw me on the way. I entered the meditation hall, and the moon, chasing the clouds, was 

about to sink behind the peak beyond, and it seemed to me that it was keeping me secret company." 

 

"Opening my eyes from my meditations, I saw the moon in the dawn, lighting the window. In a dark 

place myself, I felt as if my own heart were glowing with light which seemed to be that of the moon:  

'My heart shines, a pure expanse of light; 

And no doubt the moon will think the light its own.' "  

 

Emptiness and Zen 

Priest-poet Myoe on Saigyō, as reported by his disciple Kikai: "Saigyo frequently came and talked of 

poetry. His own attitude towards poetry, he said, was far from the ordinary. Cherry blossoms, the cuckoo, 

the moon, snow: confronted with all the manifold forms of nature, his eyes and his ears were filled with 

emptiness. And were not all the words that came forth true words? When he sang of the blossoms the 

blossoms were not on his mind, when he sang of the moon he did not think of the moon. As the occasion 

presented itself, as the urge arose, he wrote poetry. The red rainbow across the sky was as the sky taking 

on color. The white sunlight was as the sky growing bright. Yet the empty sky, by its nature, was not 

something to become bright. It was not something to take on color. With a spirit like the empty sky he 

gives color to all the manifold scenes but not a trace remained. In such poetry was the Buddha, the 

manifestation of the ultimate truth." (41-42) 

 

“Here we have the emptiness, the nothingness, of the Orient. My own works have been described as 

works of emptiness, but it is not to be taken for the nihilism of the West. The spiritual foundation would 

seem to be quite different. Dōgen entitled his poem about the seasons „Innate Reality,‟ and even as he 

sang of the beauty of the seasons he was deeply immersed in Zen.” (41) 

 

“The Zen disciple sits for long hours silent and motionless, with his eyes closed. Presently he enters a 

state of impassivity, free from all ideas and all thoughts. He departs from the self and enters the realm of 

nothingness. This is not the nothingness or emptiness of the West. It is rather the reverse, a universe of 

the spirit in which everything communicates freely with everything, transcending bounds, limitless.” (56) 

 

Dōgen: “Are there not these cases? Enlightenment in the voice of the bamboo. Radiance of heart in the 

peach blossoms.” (54) 


