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Japanese literary aesthetics are rooted in both Shinto and Buddhism. In Shinto, nature is 

characterized by places of spiritual power, mystery, and beauty. Moreover, the agricultural year 

is ritualized according to seasons, with special religious festivals celebrating the particular 

character of the season. Thus nature has places ritually set-off as divine and also involves a 

natural process of seasonal change that we are actively enmeshed in.  

 

Buddhism offered a view of nature that emphasized impermanence and interrelationship. 

All things are transient and unstable, and they are radically interdependent. Reality is “empty” of 

the permanence and self-subsistent independence we normally associate with it. But as the Heart 

Sutra states, “emptiness is form and form is emptiness”: the phenomenal world is also ultimate 

reality, a vast dynamic field of interrelationships. The problem is that our delusion about 

permanence and discreteness involves a sense of separation from the world and leads to desires 

and attachments and thus suffering. The ideal is an experience of oneness with the world, a 

realization of its sacred nature, deep contentment, and a spontaneous way of acting devoid of 

desires. 

 

The first major statement of Japanese poetics is the introduction to the Collection of 

Poems Ancient and Modern (Kokinwakshū, ca. 920). It reflects the sense of intimate connection 

between humans and nature found in Shinto and Chinese aesthetics. Poetry is a natural reaction 

to what is emotionally moving in a particular moment, with nature and love being the two main 

contexts for deep feeling. To be human is to be moved by nature’s beauty and to express one’s 

emotions, and thus poetry is as natural as a bird’s song. Artistic expression of emotion arose as a 

refinement and fulfillment of our natural movements.  

 

A focus on nature, a recognition of the transience of all things of beauty, and the ideal of 

tranquility formed the basis of many Japanese aesthetic ideals. The most fundamental aesthetic 

idea may be mono-no-aware, the “pathos of things.” It involves an exquisite sensitivity to 

impermanence, whether it is the falling of leaves or one’s own process of aging. A kind of sweet 

sorrow arises from the simultaneous affirmation of beauty and a recognition of its passing away. 

Included is a sense of acceptance, resulting in a tranquil sorrow that comes from seeing and 



conforming to the essential quality of life. Thus aware refers both an objective condition of 

reality and an emotional state of mind. 

 

Yūgen (“mysterious depth”) is an ideal that was particularly prominent in the medieval 

period (1186-1603) when aesthetics were particularly influenced by Zen Buddhism. Although 

yūgen was interpreted in various ways over the centuries, it generally refers to the inexhaustible 

richness of reality that defies human conception. The world has a dimension of mystery that we 

can only indirectly feel or intuit. Because of this sense of wonder and depth, yūgen often is 

characterized by a feeling of sorrowful, calm yearning for a beauty that cannot be fully grasped. 

As the poet Fujiwara no Shunzei (1114-1204) stated, a deep intuition into yūgen can be attained 

through shikan, “tranquility and insight,” a Buddhist form of meditation on the vast and ever-

changing net of interrelationships that characterize the world. It is suggested in poetry by images 

that have a reverberations of meaning that create an indefinable atmosphere. For Kamo no 

Chōmei (1155-1216), the profound subtlety of yūgen can be found in an autumn evening when, 

looking up at a limitless sky empty of color, we are inexplicably moved to tears. 

 

A different type of poetic idea that is relevant to the Japanese view of nature is hon’i 

(“poetic essences”). Plants and animals as well as famous scenes in nature tended to be 

associated with particular qualities. A tree, a bird, and a particular landscape were thought to 

have a kind of “true nature” that poets were expected to grasp and then suggest in their poetry. In 

most cases, these qualities were also linked to particular seasons. The poetic essence of the bird 

chidori (plover), for instance, is melancholy. This correlation stemmed from the sorrowful sound 

of its call and from being found along the coast, which was considered a place distant from the 

capital, thus suggesting loneliness. Because of its association with sadness and its tendency to 

flock during the desolation of winter, it is a “winter” image (despite being a year-round resident 

of Japan). While those in the modern West might feel that this aesthetic puts artificial limitations 

on our responses to nature, to the traditional Japanese it is a way of recognizing the essential 

nature of things and cultivating a sensitivity that responds to their depth and subtlety.  

 

 

 

 

 


