Exploring the Kokinshu & Waka Poetry

Rachel McDevitt/Lawton Public Schools/Secondary Language Arts

P.A.S.S. Standards:

II. Responding To Text: Students read, construct meaning, and respond to a wide variety of literary forms.

The student will:

L. Discuss underlying theme or message when interpreting fiction and poetry.

M. Analyze the poet’s use of imagery, personification, symbolism, and figures of speech.

N. Explain how the use of sound devices in poetry supports the subject and mood (e.g., rhyme, rhythm, alliteration, and onomatopoeia).

IX. Literature

The student will:

A. Demonstrate a knowledge of and appreciation for various forms (genres) of literature, such as short story, novel, drama, narrative and lyric poetry, essay, and informational texts. 

D. Read and respond to historically or culturally significant works of literature.  For example, students are expected to find ways to clarify the ideas and make connections between literary works.

I. Analyze, evaluate, and explain the thinking or behavior represented in a work of literature from or about various past and/or present cultures and relate it to own culture.

Objectives:

1. Students will be able to identify syllabic structure of one variation of waka poetry. 

2. Students will be able to identify the historical significance and important authors of waka poetry found in the Kokinshu. 

3. Students will be able to interpret and explain the meaning of waka poetry found in the Kokinshu. 

Time Allotment:

Two 55 minute class periods

Resources Needed:
1. Students must have access to computers to complete Internet research and retrieve waka poems found in the Kokinshu. 

2. Overhead transparencies or power point to accompany information provided to students about waka poetry, the Kokinshu, and Lady Ise.  
Procedure:

1. First, the teacher will discuss waka poetry found in the Kokinshu.  Read aloud page 76 from the Anthology of Japanese Literature to thoroughly introduce the poetry and the historical time period during which it emerged.  Introduce a significant poet from this period, Lady Ise.  See discussion notes for more details and information.  

2. As a class, read and discuss the poem by Lady Ise found on page 79 Anthology of Japanese Literature.  List the meaning of each line on the overhead or on the board.  On the overhead, project the poem and ask for students to break down the syllabic structure.  One variation of waka poetry consists of 31 syllables. However, often in the translation of poems from Japanese to English, the syllabic structure can lose the original 31 syllable count.  See discussion notes for details.

(Second half of Day 1 - Day 2)
3. Assign students to pairs.  Students will be required to research on the Internet waka poetry, preferably looking for poems that come from the Kokinshu.  Students must find a poem, copy down the entire poem, the author, and the exact website.  One excellent website with links to Kokinshu poetry: http://www.shef.ac.uk/japan2001/introduction.shtml
4. Once the poem is retrieved, the students must work together to identify (1) the speaker (2) the meaning or the idea being conveyed (3) identify any poetic devices used in the poem.  Each student will record this information on his/her own paper to be turned in (along with the title, complete poem, author, and website where poem was found).

5. One member of each pair will read aloud the poem that the team located.  The other member of the team will briefly tell the class what they determined as the poem’s meaning. 

Teacher Resource List:

Keene, Donald.  Anthology of Japanese Literature.  New York: Grove Press, 1955. 

Murphey, Rhoads.  East Asia: A New History.  New York: Addison-Wesley Educational 

Publishers. 200-201.

An excellent website describing the different types and evolution of waka poetry and  also has links to many of the Kokinshu poems can be found at:   http://www.shef.ac.uk/japan2001/introduction.shtml
Discussion Notes:

· Lady Ise lived in Japan from approximately 875-938 B.C.E.

· She was a poet and consort serving at the court of Emperor Uda during the Heian Dynasty (794-1185).

· The Heian Dynasty in Japan was a time when classical literature reached its zenith.

· Much of Lady Ise’s poetry can be found in the collection of Japanese poetry called the Kokinshu, which was published around the year 905.

· The Kokinshu was the first in a series of Japanese collections of poetry that were commissioned by the imperial court.

· It is important for students to realize that waka poetry found in the Kokinshu does not represent the thoughts and experiences of the majority of Japanese citizenry at that time.

· Waka poetry found in the Kokinshu was written entirely by members of the court and thus reveals their world-view.  It was very subtle and refined.  The short poems were about moments of understanding.

· Members of the imperial court, to have good standing, had to be able to compose good poetry.  It was used as both a social medium and a public medium.

