
Yūgen 

An important aesthetic ideal in classical Japanese literature, particularly in the 

Shinkokinshu Period and in medieval Japanese aesthetics.  

 

Often translated as “SUBTLETY AND DEPTH” (or “mystery and depth”). 

 

It is SUBTLE in various ways 

 expression: suggestive, rather than descriptive, of feeling and scene 

 beauty: subdued, serene beauty, rather than the gorgeous. 

 emotion: tranquil sorrow. Although quiet, this emotion runs deeper than normal 

personal emotions. 

 

Its “DEPTH” is also informed by Buddhist nondualistic notions of reality and consciousness 

 reality:  

o impermanence, which leads to quiet sorrow 

o reality involves distinct things but they lack “thingness” because they interexist 

in a single interwoven web. This gives a feeling of boundlessness, which can 

involve a sense of quiet but sad yearning for what cannot be comprehended. 

o ultimate sacred reality is nothing other than this world: form is emptiness and 

emptiness is form 

o radical equality of all things. Thus a bare hut in autumn evening is as beautiful 

as a cherry tree in full bloom. 

o no distinction between essence or depth and surface: suchness of things as they 

are is infinitely “deep” because of their infinite interrelatedness 

 consciousness & meditative technique: shikan meditation’s fusion of subject and 

object 

 

LANGUAGE is seen as limited and distorting, but it has the potential to suggest Buddhist 

experience and evoke a scene. Similarly, poetic language is not centered on symbols of 

one thing standing for another. Language needs to evoke the Buddhist suchness of things 

in themselves. 

 

Thus yūgen refers to both a STATE OF MIND (tranquility, sorrow, clear vision of the suchness 

of things) and REALITY (impermanent, boundless, radically interwoven, and ultimately 

sacred). Indeed, it implies a nondualistic fusion of the two. One image of it is a simple 

hut by a bay in autumn dusk. 

 

  



The Creative 

 

The Creative is a Chinese Daoist term for how nature operates.  

 

Unlike the Western ideas (whether Biblical or scientific) of a single origin of the world in 

the past, the universe is characterized by Creation every moment. Thus the universe is ever 

“fresh.” 

 

Also unlike the Biblical notion of creation, there is no Creator separate from the creative 

process.  

 

The universe is self-creative, exhibiting ongoing transformations from one moment to the 

next. 

 

These transformations are spontaneous, without predetermined plan or laws, though there 

are discernible patterns such as yin and yang. 

 

These transformations are beautiful, harmonious, and skillful, as if it were accomplished 

by a consummate artists. 

 

Highest human art and creativity works the same way, with spontaneous skill that goes 

beyond control by a rational will.  

 

The true artist participates in the Creative. S/he is in fact part of the Creative, and human 

art is part of nature’s creative process.  


